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Reining in the Past 


When Ray Justice receives a phone call that his father has 
died, he’s shocked. As far as he knew, his father passed 
away twenty-three years earlier. Adding to the confusion, he 
finds that he’s inherited a large cattle ranch in Montana. 


Alfred Deacon came to the J Bar Ranch as a broken cowboy 
in search of acceptance and honest work. What he found 
was a best friend and a group of cowboys he’d do anything 
for. When Ray walks into his life, Deacon is torn between 
loyalties to his dead friend and desire so strong it makes 
him weak. 


Ray comes face-to-face with a past he didn’t know he had 
and a man he didn’t know he needed. 
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Chapter One 


Ray Justice looked from the daunting stack of papers to the 
setting sun out the large window of his office. There was a 
time when he was under the impression that once you 
became established in your job, the work evened out. Not 
so, at least not for employees of Brockway, Lee and 
Thompson. 


The advertising firm was one of the top in the nation and 
Ray was riding a pretty impressive wave of awards for his ad 
Campaigns. His gaze moved to the dormant drafting table 
on the opposite side of the room. He was paid a hefty salary 
to come up with new and innovative campaigns, so why was 
the majority of his day spent doing paperwork? 


His ringing cell phone broke up his little self-absorbed pity 
party. He frowned at the caller display, not recognizing the 
long distance number. 


“Probably a damn telemarketer,” he mumbled. Still, a phone 
call was better than tackling the rest of the waiting 
paperwork. 


“Ray Justice,” he answered, swinging his feet to the top of 
his glass and chrome desk. 


“Raymond Eli Justice, Jr.?” 
“Yes. May | help you?” 


“My name is James Krueger, from the Law Office of Krueger 
and Westmoor in Red Lodge, Montana. I’m representing your 
late father’s estate and | was hoping to set up a meeting 
with you after his funeral.” Ray stifled a gasp before it could 


escape. “I’m sorry, you must have the wrong Ray Justice. My 
father died over twenty-three years ago.” 


“Are you Raymond Eli Justice, born in West Seneca, New 
York, January 23, 1982?” 


“Yes, that’s me, but like I’ve already told you, my father died 
when I was three.” He almost hung up on the guy. Ray 
hadn’t discussed his namesake since he was seven years 
old and had made his mother cry. 


“I’m sorry to be the one to inform you this, but Raymond Eli 
Justice, Sr., died two days ago on his ranch in Montana.” 


x k OK OK x 


Still numb from his earlier conversation, Ray pulled his car 
into the small detached garage and turned off the engine. 
His gaze settled on the tools over the workbench to his left. 
Lined up like soldiers, the tools had been the only things he 
had that were his father’s. 


Ray took pride in making sure they were maintained ina 
way that would make his dad proud. Getting out of the low- 
slung sports car, he ran a hand over the sharp, oiled 
implements that he’d never learned to use. Why had he left 
them? 


With a sigh, Ray turned and grabbed his briefcase out of the 
passenger seat. After locking up the garage, he let himself 
into his boyhood home. Everything looked somehow 
different to him. 


It had been over eight years since his mother’s death and 
very little about the house had changed. Ray tossed his 
keys onto the yellow Formica and chrome table and headed 
upstairs to the attic. 


If his mother had secrets he’d uncover them in the boxes 
she’d kept stored in the seldom-visited space. Using a chair 
from his desk, Ray grabbed the short cord of the trap door 
and pulled. The rusty hinges gave a squeal as the ladder 
began to unfold. He hopped off the chair and settled the 
bottom of the ladder against the scarred wooden floor. 


He wasn’t sure what he’d find in the old trunks, but 
something told him his life was about to change. 


x OK XK OK x 


Ray bent over his mother’s grave and removed stray debris 
from the simple headstone. When Isabella Justice had 
passed away, Ray had still been in college and unable to 
afford anything elaborate. Now the stone shamed him. He 
earned a tidy sum, so why hadn't he thought to repay his 
mom for all the years of hard work she'd performed in his 
name? 


“I finally dug through all those old boxes you had stored.” 
He leaned back on his heels and stuck his hands in his 
jacket pockets. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why lie all these 
years?” The divorce papers he’d found in his mother’s attic 
had been a surprise discovery. He’d spent the remainder of 
the evening trying to come to terms with his mother’s 
betrayal. 


He started to walk off, but stopped and turned back. “Maybe 
you were just trying to protect me. | get that, really | do. But 
don’t you think | deserved to know my dad was still alive? 
Or was it easier for you to think of him as being dead?” 


Ray sighed and studied the surrounding grave markers. “I’m 
taking some time off. Hell, I’m not sure l'Il even have a job 
to come back to, but | need to go. His funeral’s Monday and 
for some reason, | think it’s important for me to be there. | 


don’t know why, maybe I’m going to spit on his grave, or 
maybe just for the chance to see what was more important 
to him than we were.” 


x k OK OK x 


Ray tossed the map onto the passenger seat and made a 
left. He drove under the large J Bar Ranch sign and with 
sweating palms. When he’d stopped in the small town of 
Red Lodge for directions, the guy seemed to know just 
where Ray needed to go. Was the J Bar that well known? 


He winced as the undercarriage of his rented luxury sedan 
scraped against the rutted dirt road. Good thing I took the 
added insurance. He crested a rolling hill and gasped as the 
J Bar came into view, buildings of all sizes laid out in a 
storybook valley below. Crap. He’d wanted to hate the 
place, but how could anyone not see the beauty of the 
ranch? 


He noticed a group of cowboys gathered around the largest 
barn and pulled up close to them. A press of a button and 
the driver’s side window slid smoothly down. “Excuse me. 
Are any of you Alfred Deacon?” 


A young cowboy chuckled. “Alfred? Is that Deacon’s first 
name?” The man turned back to his friends. “Hell, boys, 
we’ve got some teasin’ to do.” 


The majority of the cowboys were laughing as they walked 
off. Ray couldn’t believe they were going to just ignore his 
initial question. “I take it he’s not here.” 


One of the men stepped closer to the car and pointed 
toward the barn. “You'll find Deacon in the tack room. He’s 
always the last one to show up for lunch.” 


“Thanks.” Ray rolled up the window and turned off the 
engine. He watched through the rearview mirror as the 
group of cowboys walked into a small building across the 
dirt road. 


With a deep breath, Ray climbed out of the car and reached 
back inside for his suit jacket. After attempting to get as 
many wrinkles out of his charcoal gray pants as he could, he 
entered the barn. He glanced around. What the hell is a tack 
room? 


“Hello? Mr. Deacon?” 
“Back here,” a deep voice responded. 


Ray grinned for the first time in two days. Alfred Deacon’s 
voice sounded exactly like one of those cowboys from the 
movies, low and gravelly, like Deacon had smoked too many 
cigarettes in his lifetime. 


He walked to the back of the barn and down a slight slope 
into what he assumed was the tack room. Ray’s first 
glimpse of his father’s ranch manager surprised him. 
Deacon appeared to be in his mid-thirties, much younger 
than Ray would’ve guessed, and gorgeous. “Mr. Deacon?” 
Deacon glanced up from the saddle he was working on. 
“Fuck.” Ray’s eyes rounded. “Excuse me?” 


Deacon shook his head and walked toward Ray, hand 
extended. 


“Sorry. You threw me there for a second. You’re the spitting 
image of your dad.” 


Ray shifted uncomfortably. “I wouldn’t know.” 


Deacon stopped and dropped his hand to the side. “Yeah. | 
guess you wouldn’t. Sorry about that.” 


Ray shrugged. Sympathy was something he’d never felt 
comfortable with and for some reason, getting it from the 
six-foot-four gorgeous cowboy with dark chocolate eyes 
made it even worse. 


Now it was Deacon’s turn to look uncomfortable. He hooked 
his thumb in his front pocket and nodded toward the 
doorway. “You eaten?” 


Ray shook his head. “I came straight from the airport in 
Billings. | wasn’t sure how long it would take and | wanted to 
make sure | made it here before dark.” 


Chuckling, Deacon waved for Ray to follow him. “This is 
Montana, not the end of the earth. Although some winters 
when the snow reaches the roofline, it starts to feel like it. 
Why don’t you join me for lunch in the cookhouse?” 


“Okay, if you think no one will mind.” 


“Mind? Hell, you own the place now. After lunch l'Il take you 
over to the main house and help get you settled.” Deacon 
climbed the steps to the small building he’d seen the 
cowboys enter earlier. He stopped and poured some 
steaming water into a bowl and began to wash his hands in 
the makeshift sink. 


After Deacon was finished, he stepped back. Ray wasn’t 
sure if he was expected to wash his hands or not, but 
decided to follow suit just in case. He took off his suit jacket 
and glanced around for a place to hang it. 


“I'll take it.” 


“Thanks.” Ray handed off the jacket and rolled up his 
sleeves before mimicking the procedure Deacon had used. 


“Do you mind telling me how my father died?” Ray asked. 
“You don’t know?” 
Ray shook his head. “I was just told he died.” 


“One of the hands found him down by the river. He’d 
evidently had a heart attack, fell from his horse and hit his 
head on a rock.” 


“So what killed him, the heart attack or the fall?” Deacon 
shrugged. “Doesn’t much matter. Dead is dead.” Once Ray’s 
hands were dry, he reached for his jacket. 


“That’s okay. l'Il hang it up for you.” Deacon opened the 
screen door and walked through a small mudroom where he 
stopped to hang the expensive jacket on a wooden peg. 


Ray winced at the thought of the thousand-dollar piece of 
clothing being treated like an ordinary denim jacket. He 
followed Deacon into the large room filled with long tables 
lined with chairs. 


“ld like you all to meet Ray Justice, Jr,” Deacon introduced 
him. 


Half the jaws in the room dropped. The cowboys began 
firing off questions. 


“What? RJ had a son?” 
“Why didn’t we know that?” another man asked. 


Deacon held up his hands and shook his head. “RJ didn’t do 
anything without good reason and you know that. Now stop 


acting like a bunch of jackasses and introduce yourselves.” 


The first young cowboy he’d spoken to on the ranch stepped 
forward, his hand extended. “I’m Cody Williams. Been 
working at the J 


Bar for close to six years. | handle the guests.” Ray shook 
the man’s hand. “Guests? | thought this was a cattle ranch?” 


“We open the ranch up to paid guests from the end of May 
through mid-October. Ranching alone isn’t enough anymore 
to make a spread of this size profitable, so we use the 
added revenue the guests bring in to keep us afloat,” 
Deacon explained. 


Ray glanced around the room. “So where are the guests? Do 
they eat in another dining hall or something?” 


“Nope. They eat right here with us. The last batch left this 
morning. 


We've got another small group coming in tomorrow,” 
Deacon further explained. 


Another cowboy stood up. “Hi, Ray. I’m Neil, the J Bar 
cowboss. | help coordinate the grazing fields with the 
manager, uh, that’d be Deacon. | also take some of the 
guests along to put out minerals for the cattle and stuff like 
that.” 


“Neil sells himself short,” Deacon butted in. “He’s also the 
best damn roper I’ve ever known, as well as field vet for the 
cattle out in the pastures.” 


A handsome man with dark red hair stood and touched the 
bill of his baseball cap. “I’m Jimmy. | only work the summer 
months. I’m a student at the University of Montana. While 


I’m here, | help with a little of everything, from taking guests 
on trail rides to helping move head from one pasture to 
another.” 


“Pleased to meet you.” Ray glanced at Deacon. “Head?” 
“Ranching term for cattle.” 
Ray nodded, feeling like an idiot. “Of course.” 


“And Griggs is our head horse wrangler. He’s also the only 
cowboy you're likely to see with a ponytail.” 


Ray grinned and shook the Native American’s hand. 
“Pleased to meet you.” 


“Likewise.” 


Deacon went on to introduce a few more of the wranglers. 
“We've also got some part-timers who’re out mowing and 
readying the cabins for the arrival of our guests in the 
morning.” 


A woman came out of the kitchen drying her hands ona 
Small towel. 


“If you two don’t stop flapping your jaws and eat, everything 
will be colder than a well digger’s ass.” 


Deacon chuckled. “And the vision of loveliness behind the 
counter is our weekend cook, Libby. During the week, 
Martha is the regular cook. 


Martha’s known to everyone as Mother. When we have 
guests on hand, she has an assistant, Donna, who comes in 
to help. Other than that, it looks like all we’re missing is 
Beth, who runs the office, Taggert, who’s attending his little 


brother’s football game, and the few part-timers spread out 
doing chores. l'Il introduce you to them later.” Deacon 
picked up a plate and handed it to Ray. “We serve all the 
food buffet-style, so help yourself. If there’s something in 
particular you want, just ask Libby or Mother. They’re 
usually pretty accommodating.” Ray filled his plate with 
salad, some green beans and the smallest piece of fried 
chicken he could find before sitting in one of the empty 
chairs. 


Deacon's long legs straddled the chair next to Ray as he 
settled in with his heaping plate of food. He glanced at Ray’s 
plate and shook his head. “Not sure that little plate of food 
is gonna get you through ‘til supper.” 


“I normally don’t eat lunch, so I’m sure l'Il be fine.” Ray ate 
a large bite of his salad, impressed with the ranch dressing 
—it definitely hadn’t come out of a bottle. 


Deacon reached for the basket of rolls and set it between 
them. “lII fill you in on more of the basics once we get you 
settled.” Ray nodded. He removed the skin from his chicken 
and ate a small piece of the meat. “So how many cows does 
this place have?” 


“We don’t call them cows, remember? They’re cattle or 
head.” 


“Sorry. Guess | have a lot to learn. I’ve never even been ona 
horse, except the kind at the fair that go 'round and ’round 
in a circle.” Jimmy snorted and Deacon shot him a 
reprimanding look. “Well, you came to the right place to 
learn. We've got horses for all skill levels. 


Later l'Il introduce you to a few of my favorites.” 


“I need to call my father’s attorney and let him know I’m 
here. He wants me to come by his office in Red Lodge after 
the funeral on Monday. Is that where the funeral will be, in 
Red Lodge?” 


“Yes and no. Visitation is tomorrow night in Red Lodge at 
RJ’s favorite bar, but the burial will be here on the ranch, 
Monday morning.” 


“Here?” 


Deacon nodded as he swallowed a bite of food. “The J Bar 
has been in the Justice family for four generations, you 
make it five. There’s a small family cemetery up on the 
ridge. Shallow Valley’s on one side, the ranch buildings on 
the other.” 


Four generations? Ray hadn't even met his grandparents on 
his mother’s side. He couldn’t imagine having something 
stay in a family for four generations. And five? Ray knew 
that wasn’t going to happen. His life was back east, not in 
Montana. 


Before he could tell Deacon, the handsome man spoke 
again. 


“There’s been an outfit out of Billings that have been trying 
to buy the place for several years. l'Il bet they'll be shocked 
as hell to find out a fifth-generation Justice has shown up. 
I’m sure that’s partly what James Krueger wants to talk to 
you about.” 


Ray pushed his plate away. What little appetite he’d had 
was gone. 


He knew he needed to tell Deacon the truth. “Well, to be 
honest. The ranch might do better in someone else’s hands. 


| work in marketing. | don’t know the first thing about 
running a place like this. | thought I’d ask Mr. Krueger to find 
a buyer for the ranch.” 


Deacon set down his fork and turned to face Ray. “I’m 
hoping you'll reconsider. The people who're interested in 
buying want to put up a resort complete with hotels, 
apartments and condos. There won't be any 


‘ranch’ left after they’re finished. And as far as the ranch 
goes, you don’t need to know how to run it. You’ve got 
people who can do that for you.” Although Ray knew he 
wasn’t going to change his mind, he couldn’t tell Deacon in 
a roomful of men who depended on the ranch for their 
livelihood. “lIl think about it.” 


x k OK OK x 


Deacon unlocked the ornately carved front door of the main 
house and led the way inside. “Well, this is it. You’ve got 
four bedrooms upstairs, including the master. It’s your 
house now.” Ray looked around the room. A photograph on 
the fireplace caught his attention. He walked over and lifted 
it off the mantel. It was a small group of men and women. 
“You keep saying things like that, but none of this feels like 
mine. | don’t know any of the people in this photograph. | 
mean, | know this one is my father, but only because | found 
a picture of him in my mom’s attic yesterday.” 


Deacon walked over within reach of the picture. “The older 
man is your grandpa, Ben, and that’s your grandma, Gloria. 
l'm not real sure, but | think those other two men worked for 
your grandpa.” Ray glanced over his shoulder. “Do you know 
why he did it? Why he left us...me?” 


“Not really. He said something once when he was drunk that 
always had me wondering though.” 


“What'd he say?” Ray gazed at the image of his father. 
Although RJ’s hair was cut in a different style, Ray could tell 
he also had the same unruly mess that had plagued him his 
entire life. In the black-and-white photograph, Ray couldn’t 
tell if they shared the same green eyes. Ray figured they did 
since his mom’s had been blue. He reached up and absently 
ran his fingers over the deep dimple in his left cheek. Just 
like Ray, RJ had a dimple on the left side of his face. 


“He said if he’d had his life to do over again, he’d have done 
a lot of things differently.” 


Ray put the picture back on the mantel. “Did he ever talk 
about me?” Deacon rested a hand on Ray’s shoulder. “Once 
a year, toward the end of January, he’d lock himself in the 
house and go on a three- or four-day bender.” 


Ray bit his bottom lip. Had his father remembered? “My 
birthday’s January 23rd.” 


“I figured as much, once he finally told me about you,” 
Deacon admitted. 


Deacon knew about me? “When was that?” 


“A little more than three years ago, I’d guess.” Deacon 
picked up an old baseball from the mantel. 


“Can you tell me what he said about me?” Ray asked, taking 
the ball from Deacon and putting it back in its holder. 


“Wasn't nothin’, really. He just let it slip that his son was 
graduating college,” Deacon said. 


Ray was shocked. “He knew | went to college? How?” 
Deacon shrugged. “Who knows.” 


With his hands clasped behind his back, Ray walked away. 
He couldn’t explain his feelings. A large part of him was 
pissed that his father had dared pry into his life enough to 
learn about important events, events that he’d celebrated 
alone after the death of his mother. 


Yet there was a small part of him that was touched that at 
least his father cared in his own small, selfish way. 


Without turning to face Deacon, Ray asked, “Do you think it 
would be too intrusive if | looked around a bit? Maybe I can 
find a clue as to why he did what he did.” 


A set of keys were tossed onto the table at Ray’s side. 


“Those were his. A few of the smaller ones look like they go 
to his desk,” Deacon informed him. 


Ray picked up the keys and regarded the suddenly sullen 
man. “You seem mad.” 


“| guess | am, but not at you. | mean, | don’t begrudge you 
trying to get to know your family, it just seems weird to 
have someone else in his house. RJ was my best friend for 
over thirteen years. | guess it’s hard for me to believe he’s 
gone,” Deacon said. 


Maybe he’d been wrong about the ranch manager’s age. 
“You don’t look that old.” 


Deacon grinned. “I’m not, really. | just turned thirty-two.” 
“So you've known RJ since you were nineteen?” Ray asked. 


“No. | said I’ve considered him my best friend since | was 
nineteen. 


I’ve actually known him since | was fifteen. I’m a local boy. | 
worked here in the summers. After | graduated, | knew | 
wanted to find a job on a ranch, but RJ didn’t have any full- 
time positions open. So I went looking and finally found a 
job up north.” 


Deacon walked over to the mantel and picked up a picture 
of RJ on a horse. “Things...didn’t work out. | came back here 
and RJ created a job for me. Over the years, | was able to 
work my way up to manager.” Deacon glanced around the 
room. “I’ve spent a lot of time in here over the years.” 


“Would you feel better about all this if you stayed while | 
opened my father’s desk?” 


Deacon settled his cowboy hat back on his head and walked 
to the door. “No, | don’t think so. | appreciate you asking, 
but if RJ wanted me to know his secrets, he would’ve told 
me,” 


His hand on the doorknob, Deacon turned back to Ray. “My 
house is the one next to the barn. When you're ready, l'II 
introduce you to those horses we talked about. You might as 
well get your first lesson in before the new guests arrive in 
the morning.” 


“Thanks,” Ray said. 
Deacon tipped his hat and walked out the door. 


Ray shut the door and leaned back against it. His gaze 
traveled the large, rustically furnished room. He tried to 
picture his father lounging on the leather sofa, his closely 
cropped black and gray hair resting on one of the tapestry 
pillows. 


Everything he’d heard about his father since he’d stepped 
foot on the ranch was in complete contrast to the man 
who'd abandoned him so long ago. Without even realizing it, 
Ray slowly walked toward the couch. 


Studying the father who was only visible in his imagination, 
Ray wiped tears from his eyes. “Who are you?” 


Chapter Two 


Ray sat at the large antique desk that had belonged to four 
generations of Justice men. His hands shook as he held what 
he knew was the key that would unlock more clues to his 
past. With a deep breath, he reached down and fit the key 
into the small brass lock. 


It wasn’t until he’d searched the bottom drawer that he 
found something more personal than checkbooks and 
account balances. He pulled out the old shoebox and set it 
on the desktop. 


Ray wasn’t sure how long he stared at the box, marked with 
his name written in his father’s hand. He traced the pen 
strokes with the tip of his finger. Getting up, Ray crossed the 
masculine study to the small bar and poured himself a shot 
of whiskey. Drinking wasn’t something he usually indulged 
in, but he needed all the strength he could muster. If it had 
to come out of a bottle, so be it. 


He returned to the desk and blew out a calming breath as 
he lifted the faded cardboard lid. He rubbed his eyes as he 
stared down at a stack of letters, tons of them. He quickly 
flipped through the top four or five envelopes and shook his 
head. What the hell? 


x k XK OK x 


A loud knock on the front door drew Ray’s attention. He 
blinked several times and wiped his eyes. As he stood, 
opened letters drifted to the floor. The carpet around his 
feet was littered with them. 


He stepped over the stack and made his way to the door. 
When he opened it, he was surprised to see it was dark 
outside. 


Deacon held out a foil-covered plate. “You missed dinner.” 
Still in a daze, Ray took the plate. “Thanks.” 


“Are you Okay?” Deacon asked. 


Ray shook his head. “No.” He glanced toward the study. 
“Can | show you something?” 


Deacon nodded and followed Ray into RJ's office. Ray set 
the plate of food on the desk and gestured to the letters and 
envelopes strewn across the floor. “They were all addressed 
to me, but only a few of them had ever been mailed.” 


Deacon bent over and lifted a small stack of papers. Before 
he began reading, he looked at Ray. “Is this okay with you?” 


“Yeah. Maybe you can answer a few questions for me.” Still 
holding the papers in his hand, Deacon glanced around the 
room. “How many of them are there?” 


Ray shrugged. “I didn’t count, sixty, seventy maybe. It looks 
like he wrote two or three a year, usually one at my 
birthday, sometimes one at Christmas and one every year 
on June seventeenth. It must’ve been around the time he 
left. There was even a Return to Sender envelope. It was a 
high school graduation card.” 


Ray picked up a letter and handed it to Deacon. “This one’s 
actually from my mother.” 


Deacon took the letter. 


As Deacon read the lies that Ray’s mother had written, Ray 
shifted uncomfortably. He still couldn’t believe he’d been 
betrayed by the one person in the world he’d thought he 
could count on. 


Deacon finished reading and handed the paper back to Ray. 
“Did you really feel this way?” 


Exasperated, Ray threw up his hands. “She told me he was 
dead. Of course | didn’t tell her | wanted nothing to do with 
him.” Ray dropped to the floor and ran his hands over the 
letters. “I can’t understand why he'd believe her.” 


Deacon cleared his throat and sat on the floor beside Ray. 
“RJ was gay. It’s not uncommon for people to hate someone 
based solely on their sexual preference. According to what 
your mom wrote, you were disgusted by him and continually 
wished he was dead.” 


“My father was gay? Well, | guess that explains a few 
things.” Deacon put his hand on Ray’s thigh. “Like?” 


Ray shook his head. “Her snide comments about queers. 
How she reacted when | came out to her after high school.” 


“You're...” 


“Yep. | knew it most of my life, but | didn’t dare tell her while 
| was still living at home. We didn’t really talk much after 
that. She said | was lucky my dad’s money was paying... 
Shit! | can’t believe | didn’t think of it before. Mom said 
Dad’s money was paying for my college. | thought she 
meant some kind of life insurance policy or something. 
Damn. That’s how he knew when | graduated.” 


Ray stood and began to pace around the study. What had 
his father thought of him? “I bet he thought he had a real 


prize for a son. Some snot-nosed brat who refused to see 

him yet gladly took his money. No wonder the later letters 
aren’t nearly as kind as the early ones. He must’ve hated 

me,” 


Deacon stepped in front of him and stopped the pacing with 
a hand on Ray’s chest. “Don’t beat yourself up over it. It 
wasn’t your fault.” Ray reached up and grabbed a handful of 
his spiky black hair, giving it a sharp tug. It was something 
he’d done since he was a child, a way of punishing himself. 
“I wish | could tell him. He died thinking | hated him.” 
Deacon removed Ray’s fingers from his hair. “What? You 
don’t think he’s looking down on us at this very moment? 
Well, | knew RJ and | can tell you without a doubt, he’s 
listenin’ to every word we say. He never did like people 
talking behind his back.” 


Ray looked at his hand surrounded by Deacon’s much 
bigger one. He hated himself for being a weak nelly in front 
of the tough rancher. His hand in Deacon’s felt almost... 
cherished. What would it feel like to be totally surrounded 
by the manager’s strong, bronzed body? 


Ray quickly pulled away. Although Deacon was definitely his 
type, he knew thoughts like that could get him hung ona 
ranch of uber-cowboys. 


“Is it too late to get that riding lesson?” 


Deacon looked out the window at the darkness beyond. “It’s 
too late to ride. I’m sure the horses have already been 
turned out to pasture. If you feel like gettin’ an early start in 
the morning, | can meet you at the barn at five?” 


“A.M.?” Ray nearly choked. 


Deacon chuckled. “Yep. Breakfast is served at seven and 
there are chores to be done before then. The guests should 
arrive right after lunch and we've got the summer cabin to 
ready.” 


“Okay. l'Il meet you at five. Just don’t laugh if | fall asleep on 
my horse.” 
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Deacon cinched Black Jack’s saddle after applying his knee 
to the large black gelding’s stomach. Although a damn fine 
horse, Black Jack had a tendency to hold air in so the cinch 
strap didn’t fit as tight as it needed to. 


He heard the cowboys snickering and glanced around his 
horse to see what all the commotion was about. 


“Damn, even dressed like a city guy, he’s hot,” Cody 
drawled. 


“Fuck. Who the hell is that walking sugar cube?” Taggert 
asked. “He’s gorgeous.” 


For some reason Taggert’s comment immediately put 
Deacon into a sour mood. “That’s the man who can fire your 
ass in a heartbeat. So watch your mouth.” 


He broke away from the cowboys, hollering orders over his 
shoulder. “Get to work. | want that fence fixed on Logan’s 
Landing before breakfast.” 


Deacon could hear grumbles as the cowboys mounted and 
rode out. 


He’d spent a sleepless night thinking about Ray. Seeing him 
now with tight jeans and a western-style plaid shirt didn’t 


bode well for the rest of his day. As attracted as he’d been 
to Ray in a business suit, it didn’t hold a candle to the 
younger man in pretend cowboy gear. 


“Sorry I’m late,” Ray called out when he was still a few 
strides away. 


“Don’t worry about it.” Deacon gestured to Ray’s crocodile 
boots. 


“Those new?” 


Ray nodded, a blush creeping up his cheeks. “They are. | 
admit I didn’t have anything appropriate to wear, so | had to 
go shopping.” 


“Well, as nice as the boots look, | can’t let you wear ‘em.” 
Ray looked down at his shiny new boots. “Why? They’re 
good boots.” Deacon lifted his leg and kicked out. His boot 
flew off his foot and landed about six feet away. “You need 
to have on a pair that you can do that with. Otherwise, if 
you fall out of the saddle and your boot gets caught in the 
Stirrup, the horse’ll drag ya.” 


Ray started to reach for his hair, but seemed to think twice 
about it. 


“I don’t have any others.” 


“Don’t worry. There’s a bunch of old ones down in the 
cookhouse basement. Quite a few of our guests have the 
same idea of boots that you do. We'll get ya fixed up after 
breakfast.” 


Deacon retrieved his boot before leading Ray to the barn. “I 
pulled Dandy out for you to try. She’s used mainly for the 
guests, so she knows the ropes.” 


Ray chuckled. “You mean she’s used to city folk on her 
back.” 


“Yeah. Something like that.” He walked into the tack room 
and pointed to the rows of saddles perched atop sawhorses. 
In the center was a long rail used to drape the blankets. 
“Okay, first thing is to get your blanket and saddle.” 


Instead of grabbing one off the sawhorse, Deacon ducked 
into a small side room and came back out with a gorgeous, 
hand-tooled, cherry-colored saddle. “This one belonged to 
RJ. | think he’d like it if you were to use it.” 


Ray ran his hand over the intricately carved initials on the 
side of the saddle. “Did my father ride Dandy?” 


Deacon bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. 
“No. RJ was one of the best horsemen I’ve ever known. His 
mount, Surly, is a little too much for you to handle at this 
point. Grab that black-and-red-striped blanket from in there, 
would ya?” 


Ray walked into the small room and came back out with R]’s 
blanket. 


He didn’t say anything, but Deacon could tell it weighed a 
lot more than Ray was expecting. 


Deacon went out the back door and around the corner of the 
barn where Dandy was tethered to a hitching post. “Okay, 
throw that blanket up on Dandy’s back. Yep, that’s it... A 
little higher up on her neck... 


Perfect. Now, step back and l'Il get this saddle settled. Okay, 
you take this front cinch here and unhook it from the saddle. 
Make sure it doesn’t swing down and hit your horse though. 

Just let it fall gently. Then you go over here to this other side 


and reach under, grab it and hook it through this here 
rigging. Pull up as hard as you can. | usually give a horse a 
good nudge with my knee to make sure they aren’t puffin’ 
on me. Once you've got it tight enough, just stick this 
through here. Now, the front cinch should be tight enough 
that you can barely fit three fingers between it and the 
horse.” 


“Is there going to be a test later?” Ray asked with a twinkle 
in his big green eyes. 


Deacon chuckled. “Nope. But unless you want to be tipped 
on your ass, you'll do it right the first time.” Deacon walked 
behind Ray and maneuvered him to stand beside Dandy. 
“Now, put your left foot in the stirrup and pull yourself up 
using the saddle horn. Once you’re up, swing your right leg 
over his rump to the other side.” With his short stature and 
tight jeans, Ray had a hard time getting his foot in the 
stirrup. Once it was finally there, Ray was practically doing 
the splits. Deacon knew there was no way the smaller man 
would be able to pull himself up. He put both hands on 
Ray’s hips and lifted. 


“Swing your leg over,” he instructed. He refused to 
acknowledge how good those tiny hips felt in his hands. 


Once he was in the saddle, Ray grinned. “Do | look like a 
cowboy yet?” 


Deacon thought Ray looked like a big slice of heaven from 
where he stood. “Yep. All you need is a little cowshit on your 
boots and you'll be set.” 


“Oh, my boots. Should we change them before we ride?” 
Deacon shook his head. “I’m just going to show you the 
fundamentals for now. We'll do that in one of the riding 
rings, so you'll be safe.” 
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Before driving to the bar for the memorial service, Deacon 
took Ray by Jameson’s Funeral Home. He parked his 
battered ranch truck and turned off the engine. “Are you 
sure about this?” Ray adjusted his sports jacket. “I’m sure. 
You don’t have to go with me if you don’t want, but | need to 
see him.” 


Deacon knew he needed to prepare Ray for what he was 
about to see. There was a reason he’d decided to go with 
the memorial at the bar instead of one at the funeral home. 
“When he fell from his horse, his head hit a rock. Lyle 
Jameson did what he could to hide the damage, but...” 


Ray reached across the seat and put his hand on Deacon's. 
“I understand.” 


Deacon nodded. The feel of Ray’s hand was having a direct 
effect on his cock. He found himself leaning toward Ray. All 
he could think about was tasting the man’s tempting lips. 
His elbow hit the horn as he went to pull Ray into his arms, 
Startling them both. What the hell am | doing? 


Deacon thought. Seducing Ray in the parking lot of a funeral 
home was incredibly stupid. Deacon opened his door and 
gave Ray the best smile he could muster. “Ready?” 


“Yes and no.” Ray’s eyes appeared to be a tad glazed as he 
fumbled for the door handle. 


Deacon had called ahead and Lyle was waiting just inside 
the door to take them back. 


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Lyle said to Ray in greeting. 


“Thank you.” 


Ray followed Lyle into one of the viewing rooms as Deacon 
hung back. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see his old 
friend, but he thought Ray might need a few minutes alone 
with his dad first. 


Deacon sat at the back of the room and observed Ray, 
trying to detect what the man was feeling by his posture. He 
watched as Ray stared at RJ’s body for several moments 
before reaching toward him. 


Deacon couldn’t see what he was doing, but the subtle 
Shake of Ray’s shoulders told him the younger man was in 
distress. He stood and walked up behind Ray, offering a 
compassionate touch to the grieving man’s back. “You doin’ 
okay?” 


“He looks so different from what I’d pictured.” 


Deacon knew Ray wasn’t talking about the right side of RJ's 
head where he’d been dealt the deadly blow. “How so?” Ray 
reached out and smoothed the lapel of RJ’s black suit. “l 
don’t know. Maybe it’s the clothes. They just don’t seem to 
fit him.” 

“They split the clothes up the back to get them on. You can’t 
expect a tailored fit.” 


Ray shook his head. “No. That’s not what | meant. | see him 
as more of a jeans and flannel kind of guy.” 


Deacon grinned. “RJ may have been a rancher, but he was a 
hell of a dresser when the occasion called for it. He would’ve 
wanted to go out in style.” 


Ray glanced over his shoulder. “Thanks for making sure he’d 
be happy.” 


Deacon shrugged. He felt the burn of tears but refused to let 
them fall. “It’s what friends do for each other.” 


Ray turned around to face Deacon. He reached out and put 
his hand on Deacon’s chest. “I’m sorry. This must be hard on 
you.” Deacon blinked his eyes, trying to dispel the 
threatening tears. “It sucks saying goodbye, knowing we'll 
never share another beer, another laugh.” Deacon finally 
gave up and wiped the moisture from his eyes. “I could’ve 
never asked for a better friend.” 


A tear escaped and Ray quickly reached up to wipe it away. 
Deacon stared into the green eyes so much like RJ’s and felt 
himself getting lost in them. It would be so easy to bend 
down and cover those sweet red lips with his own. 


Ray seemed to study Deacon for several moments. 
Suddenly his eyes opened wide. “Were the two of you 
lovers?” 


Surprised, Deacon shook his head. He hadn’t mentioned his 
own sexual preferences to Ray. “No. What makes you think 
that?” Ray shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because | 
can see how much you loved him. I’ve never cared for a 
lover that much, let alone a friend. | just thought maybe...” 


Deacon shook his head. God, he wanted to kiss Ray, but 
seducing his best friend’s son wasn’t something he thought 
RJ would approve of, especially not right in front of him. 


“Can | ask you something?” Ray asked. 
“Sure,” Deacon answered. 


“Are you gay?” 


Even after years of being out of the closet on the ranch, it 
was still hard for Deacon to admit it. “Yes.” 


“So if you loved my dad, why weren’t the two of you 
lovers?” 


“I don’t know. We just didn’t see each other that way. He 
wasn’t my type, | guess.” Deacon knew he needed to 
change the subject. This wasn’t something he wanted to get 
into with Ray, not there anyway. 


“Come on. Let’s go have a drink in RJ’s honor.” 
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Ray unlocked the front door. “I appreciate you taking me.” 
Deacon stared down at Ray for a few moments. “It was my 
pleasure.” 


“Would you like to come in for a drink? Maybe one last toast 
to my father?” He couldn’t explain it, but knew it was 
important. Ray knew he wasn’t the only one feeling the 
electric current flowing between them. 


“ld better not,” Deacon answered. 


“Please? Just one? | don’t feel like being alone yet.” Deacon 
eventually nodded and followed Ray into the house. He 
walked over to the bar and poured them each a glass of 
whiskey, downing his in one gulp before pouring another. He 
handed Ray a glass before taking up position beside the 
fireplace. 


Ray took a sip of the strong liquor. “So what time will 
everyone be here in the morning?” 


“We'll meet in front of the barn at nine. It’s tradition to ride 
to the cemetery, but there will also be a van for the older 
folks. If you’d feel more comfortable riding with them...” 


“No. | can ride Dandy. What about the coffin?” 


“We'll take it up to the ridge on the buckboard like they’ve 
done for generations.” 


Ray tugged at a strand of hair. “All evening I’ve been 
cussing myself out. | sat there and heard all the nice things 
said about my dad and found myself getting angry at him.” 


Deacon finished his drink and walked over to pour himself 
another. 


Ray took another sip and set his glass on the table. “God, | 
wish | could’ve had him in my life. | spent so many years 
confused and scared to admit who | was.” 


Ray knew it was more than that. His dad had built a life he 
could be proud of. He’d had a fantastic group of friends who 
Supported him at every turn. Ray had never known support 
like his dad’s friends seemed to offer. He walked over to the 
bar and stood, gazing up into Deacon’s dark brown eyes. “| 
know | don’t fit in here, but | want to.” Standing close, 
Deacon slowly leaned down and brushed his lips across 
Ray’s before quickly pulling back. “I need to go.” Ray 
watched stunned as Deacon opened the door to leave. The 
gorgeous man glanced over his shoulder one last time. 


“I have stuff to do in the morning. If I’m not around, have 
one of the guys help you saddle Dandy.” 


Dammit! Ray wanted to scream as the door shut behind 
Deacon's broad back. He rushed to the door, intent on going 
after Deacon, but stopped himself. Whatever demons 


Deacon was battling, Ray had the feeling it wasn’t the time 
to push the man. 
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Deacon jumped in his truck and drove the short distance to 
his small house on the ranch, cussing at himself the entire 

way. What the hell had he been thinking? He knew as soon 

as his lips had touched Ray’s it had been a mistake. 


The attraction went too deep for a casual affair and Ray was 
his best friend’s son. “Fuck!” 


He slammed his front door and tore his clothes off on his 
way to the kitchen to get the unopened bottle of Jack 
Daniel’s RJ had given him for his birthday. Naked, he stood 
in front of the sink and stared out the window, hoping there 
weren’t any ranch guests milling around in the dark. 


Deacon took another swig from the bottle and wiped his 
mouth. He hadn’t been one-hundred-percent honest with 
Ray. He had been in love with RJ once upon a time, but his 
friend had shut him down. He now knew the reason. At the 
time, RJ had confided in Deacon that he loved him like a 
son, now Deacon knew why. RJ had been mourning for the 
son he'd never been allowed to get to know. 


What would RJ think if he knew how badly Deacon wanted to 
bury his cock in Ray’s ass? He snorted. It went beyond sex 
and he knew it. 


There was something about Ray that called up all Deacon’s 
protective instincts. He wanted to hold the smaller man and 
never let him go. 


He wandered into the living room to his small desk in the 
corner. 


Pulling out the top drawer, he lifted the envelope with his 
name on it. 


Mr. Krueger had given Deacon an envelope earlier in the 
week, with a message from RJ not to open it until he had 
befriended Ray. Deacon supposed seducing his best friend’s 
son wasn’t quite what RJ had had in mind. 


Deacon still wasn’t sure what the hell that was supposed to 
mean. 


What could RJ have possibly wanted to tell Deacon that he 
hadn’t already told him? 


After another tip of the bottle, Deacon took the letter over to 
the couch. He set the whiskey on the coffee table and 
opened the letter. 


Chapter Three 


Dressed in a pair of black slacks and a white shirt, Ray 
fingered the turquoise slide attached to the bolo tie he’d 
found on his dad’s dresser. 


The silver on the tips and of the braded piece of leather 
appeared old and worn. Ray had no doubt it had been one of 
his father’s favorites. He hoped no one minded him wearing 
it. 


He was surprised to find Dandy already saddled and waiting 
outside the barn. “Hey, girl.” He smoothed his hand down 
the horse’s ginger-colored coat. A shadow fell over him and 
Ray turned, expecting to see Deacon. 


“Oh, hi, Cody.” 


The young, good-looking cowboy tipped his hat. “I figured 
you'd be riding Dandy. | hope you don’t mind me getting her 
ready for you.” 


“Not at all. Thanks.” Ray glanced around. “Is Deacon with 
the guests?” 


“Naw. He talked to them yesterday when they came in. He 
explained about RJ’s death and they agreed to lie low this 
morning until after the services.” 


“Oh. That’s good.” He slid his borrowed pair of boots around 
in the dirt. “Do you know where Deacon is?” 


Cody shook his head. “Haven’t seen him yet, but we all 
figured he needed some time alone, so no one’s gone 
looking.” Ray returned his attention to his horse. He 


remembered Deacon telling him he had stuff to do, but he’d 
hoped... Oh hell, he didn’t know what he hoped. 


“Feel like eating some breakfast?” Cody asked. 


“Sure.” Ray gave Dandy another scratch under her forelock 
and followed Cody across the road. The large passenger van 
used to ferry guests around sat in front of the cookhouse. 
“How many people are expected?” 


Cody glanced up the ranch road. “Hard to say, but | figure 
around fifty riders, maybe another six or seven in the van. 
The trailers should be pulling in any time.” 


Ray noticed Cody’s continual glances at his borrowed tie. “Is 
it okay that | wore this?” 


Cody nodded. “Sure. RJ always wore it to greet guests and 
on the nights when he and Deacon would make the big 
supper for the guests in the old summer cabin.” 


Ray hated to admit it, but he’d not yet been inside the large 
log structure everyone called the summer cabin. “I’ve been 
meaning to get up there, but now it’s full of guests.” 


“Not all of it. The guests stay in the newer side. The original 
side, the one built by your great-great-grandfather, is used 
primarily for the once-a-week guest dinners and that’s 
where we always have had our Thanksgiving and Christmas 
dinners. RJ had the kitchen redone a couple years ago. It’s a 
chef's delight, according to Deacon.” 


“You guys stick around for the holidays?” Ray picked up a 
plate and began filling it with scrambled eggs and bacon. 


Before answering, Cody glanced around the room. Most of 
the people had already eaten, Ray could tell by the crumbs 


on the red-and-white-checked tablecloths. Cody looked 
sideways at Ray and lowered his voice. “Most of us are here 
because we're not really welcome at our folks’ houses.” 


Puzzled by the statement, Ray carried his plate to the table. 
Once Cody was across from him, he leaned in. “Would it be 
rude if | asked why you weren’t welcome?” 


Cody reached for a biscuit. He split it in two and slathered it 
with fresh butter. “Mostly the gay thing, but we don’t really 
advertise that to the guests, so keep it under your hat.” 


Ray stopped with a forkful of eggs halfway to his mouth. 
“You're all gay?” 


Cody chuckled. “You didn’t know?” 
Ray shook his head. 


“Years ago, after Deacon got beat up so bad by those boys 
from the outfit he used to work for, RJ went up north and 
fetched him from the hospital. He brought him here to the J 
Bar and told him he could be himself here. Word kinda got 
around and here we are. All misfits, according to the rugged 
cowboys of Montana, Texas and Wyoming.” Ray stuck the 
food in his mouth. “But the guests don’t know? How is that 
being yourself?” 


With his red eyebrows drawn together, Cody jabbed at the 
eggs on his plate with his fork. “Just because we’re not 
allowed to flaunt our sexuality in front of the guests doesn’t 
mean we're not allowed to be ourselves. You’re gay, right?” 


“Yeah : ” 


“Do you walk around talking about other men and stuff at 
your job back home?” Cody asked. 


Ray shook his head. “I get your point.” 
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Deacon stumbled to the kitchen and fixed a pot of coffee. It 
felt like a brass band was having a jam session in his head. 
He leaned over and dug RJ’s wadded-up letter out of the 
trash. 


He set it on the counter and tried to smooth out some of the 
wrinkles from his tantrum the previous night. When he’d 
thrown it away he had no intentions of reading the vile thing 
again, but he’d woke up realizing maybe it was the alcohol 
that had been the trouble and not the words written on the 


page. 


Without waiting for the pot to finish, Deacon stuck his cup 
under the automatic drip. It would be stronger than hell, but 
the way he felt, he needed it. Taking his coffee and the 
letter back to the table, he pulled out a chair and sat down. 


He read through RJ’s letter and cursed once again. Even 
semi-sober, the words written on the page were in stark 
contradiction to the man he’d known. 


My Dear Old Friend, 


If you're reading this it means you've struck up some sort of 
friendship with my wayward son. Please don’t be fooled by 
him. He’s as conniving as they come and will think nothing 
of selling off the land my family has spent years acquiring. 


Ray’s words came back to him. His new friend had been 
right, RJ did think of his son as a spoiled brat. 


Deacon skipped the part where RJ confessed to initially 
breaking all ties to his ex-wife and son. He didn’t feel like 


reading his old friend whine about how he married when he 
was too young and afraid to come out of the closet. Deacon 
didn’t even care that RJ had a brief affair with a male 
coworker that led to the breakup of his marriage. He’d left 
his wife and son behind to pursue his “true self” as RJ had 
called it. Deacon called it pure selfishness. 


It was no wonder after a couple of years and a few more 
failed relationships, RJ started to feel guilty about the way 
he’d left Ray Jr. 


When he'd received the letter from Ray’s mom telling him 
Ray had no desire to see or speak to him, RJ had all but 
given up. RJ still followed Ray Jr.’s life and paid for his 
school, but the bitterness he felt toward his only son ate at 
him like a cancer. 


Deacon's attention went back to RJ’s written words. 


When I found out my heart was giving out, | hired a private 
detective. | needed to know exactly what type of man my 
only heir had become. The report | received back made me 
even angrier. How dare Ray Jr. spit at a relationship with me 
when he himself is gay? 


Believe me, Deacon, if | could leave you the ranch, | would. 


Unfortunately, a provision of my great-grandfather’s will 
doesn’t leave me that choice. Either the ranch goes to my 
direct descendant or it is to be sold. We both know I can’t 
allow that. This is where I’m going to ask you the biggest 
favor of my life. 


| need you to seduce my son. I’m not asking you to fall in 
love with him, but | need Ray Jr. to think you have. Use 

every skill you have as a lover to convince him not to sell 
the Justice ranch. I’m begging you. In the end, | hope you 


break his heart. | only wish I could be there to see the 
anguish in Ray Jr.’s face. Let him know what it feels like to 
love someone who doesn’t love you back. It would be the 
perfect revenge for me, my friend. 


Deacon dropped the letter, disgusted once again. He’d been 
so worried about following his instincts with Ray because of 
his friendship with RJ. Come to find out, he was playing into 
RJ’s plan without even knowing it. 


Deacon pushed himself away from the table and went back 
to bed. 


“Fuck RJ and his funeral.” 


As he lay down and covered himself, thoughts of Ray 
continued to plague him. Now he knew the circumstances 
behind Ray and RJ's relationship, or lack thereof, he felt 
even worse for the younger man. 


Images of Ray riding up the ridge to pay tribute to a man 
who was capable of such subterfuge hurt. With a groan, 
Deacon threw the covers back and climbed out of bed. 
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Deacon could see the slow-moving procession make its way 
toward the ridge as he led Black Jack out of the barn. He 
didn’t know who'd saddled his horse, but he’d be forever 
grateful. He swung himself into the soft leather saddle and 
took off at a run toward Ray. 


Within minutes he could see Ray’s slumped shoulders as he 
rode just behind the buckboard wagon carrying his father. In 
that moment, Deacon vowed to do what was best for Ray 
regardless of what RJ 


wanted. He still didn’t understand his friend’s reasoning, but 
he also refused to live the rest of his life wondering. He was 
glad he’d burned the letter. He hoped no one, especially 
Ray, ever found out just what RJ 


thought of his son. 


Ray must have heard him coming because he pulled Dandy 
to a stop and glanced over his shoulder. Deacon knew the 
smile the solemn man gave him was worth risking 
everything for. 


He stopped Black Jack beside Dandy. Without a word, he 
leaned across the distance and gave Ray a deep but short 
kiss. “I’m sorry | wasn’t here.” 


Ray licked his lips. “I was afraid you weren’t coming 
because of what happened last night.” 


Deacon shook his head. “What happened between us is the 
reason | came at all.” 


Ray’s black eyebrows drew together. “I don’t understand.” 
The last thing he’d ever do was purposely hurt Ray, so 
telling the younger man about the letter wasn’t an option. 
“Doesn't matter. Let’s go say goodbye to RJ.” 


Deacon could tell Ray still didn’t understand Deacon’s 
conflicting moods, but he eventually nodded. They caught 
up to the buckboard, riding side by side as the wagon 
crested the top of the ridge on the narrow and rutted dirt 
path. 


Because it was expected, Deacon helped the other cowboys 
carry the simple coffin to the pre-dug hole. They lowered it 
the old-fashioned way, with ropes cradling the bottom and 


sides. Once RJ was in his final resting place, Deacon stepped 
back and took his place at Ray’s side. 


As he listened to Reverend Peters speak of all the good 
things RJ had accomplished in his life for the people of 
Montana, a pain started in Deacon’s chest. He knew 
everything the reverend said was correct. RJ 


had done all those things. What he was struggling with was 
his new protective instincts toward Ray. 


He reached for Ray’s hand as Reverend Peters finished out 
the service. It was customary to eulogize the deceased, but 
RJ had always hated the custom, so Deacon had decided to 
do away with it. Given the circumstances, he was glad he 
had. He knew it was hurt clouding his judgment and 
hopefully, in time, the good memories of the man everyone 
was standing around crying over would come back. 


Ray squeezed his hand, drawing Deacon’s attention. He 
gazed down at the smaller man and gave Ray a reassuring 
smile. Ray’s green eyes were watery but he wasn’t crying. 


“Feel like going for a short ride with me?” Deacon asked as 
Jimmy and Neil began filling the grave with dirt. 


Ray glanced around at the mourners and nodded. “I'd like 
that. | feel like everyone’s staring at me.” 


Deacon drew Ray away from the crowd. “It’s not you. It’s 
the resemblance to your father.” 


After thanking the reverend, they walked to their tethered 
horses. 


Deacon sat proud as Ray mounted Dandy on his own. 
“Gettin’ better,” he remarked. 


Ray grinned. “I think it’s the pants. They’re not as tight as 
my jeans.” 


“I like your jeans, so if it means | need to lift you into the 
saddle to get you to wear them, I’m all for it.” 


Ray had an odd expression on his face as they started to 
ride down toward Logan’s Landing. “What’s going on?” 


“What do you mean?” Deacon asked. 


“Did the ghost of Christmas Past visit you last night? 
Because when you left after that brief kiss, | thought you’d 
decided | wasn’t worth your time.” 


“No. | never felt it wasn’t worth my time. | was just worried 
about RJ 


and how he would’ve felt about it.” Deacon shook his head. 
“I’ve decided | don’t care. | like you.” 


Ray grinned. “I like you, too.” 


Deacon rode toward a spot he wanted to show Ray. “There’s 
a bend up here in the river that the locals have named after 
your family.” 


“Seriously? | have a bend?” Ray chuckled. “That’s way 
better than my parking spot back home.” 


Deacon chuckled and shook his head as they arrived at the 
bend. 


“You're in an awfully good mood for a man who just 
attended a funeral.” He regretted the quip as soon as it left 
his mouth. Ray’s expression clouded. “You're right. I’m 
sorry.” 


Deacon pulled Black Jack to a stop and dismounted. He 
wound his horse’s reins around a small tree branch and did 
the same to Dandy before helping Ray down from RJ’s 
saddle. 


“That was a thoughtless thing for me to say. | should be the 
one apologizing.” Deacon crushed his mouth against Ray’s 
with all the passion he’d held inside since meeting the man. 
He swept his tongue through the interior of Ray’s mouth and 
moaned when he felt his soon-to-be lover reciprocate. 


The kiss went deeper, more carnal than anything Deacon 
had experienced in a long time. His hands slid down Ray’s 
back to squeeze that cute little ass he’d been watching for 
days. 


Deacon thrust his leg between Ray’s thighs and lifted him 
Slightly off the ground. Ray broke the kiss and gazed up into 
Deacon's eyes as he began to grind against him. 


“I want you,” Ray gasped, rubbing his hard cock against 
Deacon’s thigh. 


“You’ve got me.” Deacon knew he was lost the moment he’d 
brushed his lips across Ray’s the previous evening. 


He felt Ray’s hands at the slide fastening of his dress slacks. 
“I don’t have anything with me.” 


Ray smiled and slid Deacon’s zipper down over his 
prominent bulge. 


“We'll save the fucking for a bed, but | want to taste you.” 
Deacon didn’t normally engage in oral sex without the 
protection of a condom, but Ray wasn’t some stranger he’d 
met in a bar. He nodded his consent as Ray slid to the 
ground at Deacon’s feet. 


With his knees already weak, Deacon glanced around. 
“Hang on.” He scooped Ray up in his arms and started to 
carry him toward a tree. “Shit. 


Hold my pants up, will ya?” 


Laughing, Ray reached between them and did as asked. 
“Wouldn’t want you to trip and fall on a thornbush with your 
junk all exposed.” Deacon chuckled. He found a soft grassy 
area under a large tree and set Ray down. With his back 
braced against the trunk of a cottonwood, Deacon guided 
Ray’s mouth to his cock. 


The first swipe of Ray’s tongue across the crown of his shaft 
made Deacon shudder with pleasure and bury his fingers in 
the man’s black hair. “Yes, lick it.” 


Ray went to work on Deacon’s cock, licking it from tip to 
root, following the thick veins with his tongue. Never had he 
been so grateful for a mouth in his life. “Jesus! You’re gonna 
kill me.” Ray answered by tickling Deacon’s balls with a flick 
of his tongue. 


The torture had gone on long enough, in Deacon’s mind. He 
reached down and pointed the head of his cock toward 
Ray’s mouth. “Please?” Ray nodded and spit into the palm 
of his hand. He wrapped the lubricated hand around the 
base of Deacon’s cock as he stuffed as much of Deacon’s 
length as he could down his throat. 


“Fuck!” With every suck Ray bestowed, Deacon felt a jolt of 
electricity run up his spine. He tilted his head back and 
stared up through the leaves of the tree. As he felt the 
continual pull to his cock, he began to wonder what the tree 
would look like from the exact same vantage point the other 
three seasons of the year. He smiled at the thought of 
trekking through the snow to receive a winter blowjob from 


the man currently doing a fantastic job of deep throating his 
entire length. 


Ray stabbed his tongue into the slit on top of Deacon’s 
crown, sending Deacon’s lust into overdrive. He couldn’t 
help himself. He began a slow thrust in and out of Ray’s 
mouth. Deacon’s jaws clenched as he tried to stave off his 
imminent climax. Two more minutes, please, God, two more 
minutes, he repeated over and over to himself as Ray did 
the swirly thing with his tongue again. It didn’t take long for 
his balls to draw up tight. Deacon’s teeth were damn near 
ground to powder as he fought to hold off. When his cock 
was once again swallowed to the root, Deacon knew he’d 
reached his limit. “Gonna shoot.” Ray’s mouth backed off, 
but continued to jack Deacon’s cock with his hand. Deacon 
growled as the first rope of cum landed on Ray’s cheek. 


Deacon stared down as he painted the gorgeous man with 
four more strands of thick white fluid. 


Deacon fell to his knees and bathed his lover’s face with his 
tongue, enjoying his own seed mixed with Ray’s salty skin. 
Ray turned his head and found Deacon’s mouth, licking at 
the interior. 


Once his lover was thoroughly cleaned, Deacon sat back 
and stared into those brilliant green eyes. “Your turn.” 


Ray chuckled and lifted his hand. Deacon had been so into 
the expert blowjob, he hadn’t even realized Ray had been 
jacking himself off at the same time. He grabbed Ray’s hand 
and slowly licked it clean, sucking the younger man’s long, 
elegant fingers into his mouth one at a time. 


“Fuck, that’s hot,” Ray rasped. 


Deacon lay in the soft grass and pulled Ray into his arms. 
He pointed toward the water. “That’s Justice River. It’s 
actually a tributary of the Yellowstone River, but Justice 
River is what everyone around here knows it by. It’s been a 
godsend on more than one occasion. The other creeks on 
the J Bar have been known to dry up during bad summers, 
but the Justice River never has. It’s the lifeblood of this 
ranch and the bordering ranches.” 


Ray rested his cheek on Deacon’s chest. “There’s so much 
of my family’s history here. It’s a shame | don’t know more 
about it.” 


“There are a couple of journals in the summer cabin written 
by your great-grandfather. Nothing life altering, but he does 
talk about the everyday happenings here on the ranch.” 


“You'll have to show me. I still haven’t even been inside the 
summer cabin. Where’d the name come from?” 


“Your dad. He nicknamed it that when we started allowing 
guests to stay there. Other than the fireplaces, the heating 
sucks. It was all added about twenty years ago. They 
couldn’t put central heating in because it would ruin the log 
cabin’s aesthetic value, so it’s all baseboard heat. It’s the 
reason we don’t have guests in the winter.” 


They lay in silence for a while before Ray groaned. “We 
should probably get back to the dinner. I’d also like to spend 
some time with the guests later.” 


“You would?” 


“Sure. | have a few big decisions in front of me. I'd like to 
talk to the guests and see what they do and don’t like about 
the ranch. I’d also like to spend some time with Beth going 


over the books.” Deacon was taken aback. “I’m surprised 
you've given this so much thought already.” 


Ray smiled up at him. “Don’t be. I’m not only a creative 
genius, but I’ve got a damn good head for business.” 


Deacon knew from long evenings with RJ that the ranch 
barely managed to stay in the black most years. He 
wondered if Ray would decide taking a big cash payment 
from the developers would be the better business decision. 
His thoughts returned to RJ’s letter. No matter what Ray 
decided to do with the ranch, Deacon knew he couldn’t use 
his personal feelings for Ray against him. Trying to sway the 
new owner one way or the other wasn’t going to happen. 
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By the time they rode back to the barn, Ray could tell the 
majority of the mourners had gone. He glanced at Deacon. 
“Think people are mad we didn’t show up?” 


Deacon shook his head. “Naw. People are pretty easygoing 
around here. They probably figured we needed some time.” 
Ray dismounted Dandy and rubbed his sore ass. He wasn’t 
sure what hurt more, his ass or his inner thighs. “I think | 
need to give the saddle a break for a day or two.” 


Deacon chuckled as he started unsaddling Dandy. “You just 
need to work your way up to the longer rides. You'll get used 
to it.” Neil pulled up beside them in one of the ranch 
pickups. He had several guests in the back along with some 
sacks and big white squares. 


“I’m heading out to Cottman’s Valley to put out minerals 
and salt blocks,” he told Deacon. 


Deacon nodded and Neil started to drive off. 


“Wait!” Ray called. “You mind if | tag along?” 


Neil seemed surprised at the request. “Not at all.” Neil said 
something to the man sitting in the cab with him and the 
man got out and climbed into the bed of the truck. 


“You don’t have to do that. | can ride in the back.” Even 
though Ray knew the other cowboys thought he was a 
prissy city boy, he wanted so badly to fit in on the ranch. 


The older man waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it. l'II be 
perfectly comfortable back here. | just didn’t want Neil to 
ride alone up there.” 


Ray could tell the guest was just being nice, but he nodded 
his acceptance of the gesture. “Thanks.” 


He turned back to Deacon. “Catch up with you later?” 


“You'd better or else l'Il have to hunt you down.” Ray got in 
the truck and buckled his seat belt. “I hope you don’t mind 
me coming along.” 


“Not at all. | usually do this with the guests a couple times a 
week. It gets them off their horses for a bit and allows them 
to see more of the ranch,” Neil explained. 


Ray chuckled and dramatically rubbed his sore backside. “| 
understand the need of getting a break from the horses.” 
Neil pulled out onto the ranch road and headed west. Ray 
took several sideways glances at the man, trying to 
determine if Neil was also gay. The rugged-looking cowboy 
didn’t set off his gaydar, but then again, not one cowboy 
had. 


Neil started to smile. “Yes.” 


“Huh?” 


“You were wondering about my sexuality, right? The answer 
to your unspoken question is yes.” 


Ray scratched the back of his neck. “Was I being that 
obvious?” Neil chuckled. “Not really, but Cody told me the 
two of you had talked about it. Let me put your mind at 
ease. We're all pretty much gay except the cooks. Beth has 
a male partner she lives with in Roscoe. Until recently, | had 
a fella | used to occasionally see in Billings.” Ray sat back in 
the seat and stared out his window. With a ranch full of gay 
men, he began to wonder about other things. “Do you ever 
have gay guests?” 


Neil’s eyebrows shot up as he squirmed in his seat. “Once in 
a while.” 


“Anything ever happen between a guest and someone on 
staff?” Neil shook his head. “It’s not that we haven’t been 
tempted a time or two, but we’ve usually got families 
staying with us.” Ray nodded. He wondered if there was an 
untapped market staring him in the face. The J Bar was 
unique, no two ways about it. Maybe they should consider 
opening the ranch up to special groups. It was definitely 
something he’d bring up to Deacon later. 


Chapter Four 


Deacon didn’t see Ray again until he arrived at the 
cookhouse for supper that night. He did his best to mingle 
with the guests before filling his plate and sitting next to his 
new lover. “Did ya have a productive day?” 


Ray grinned and nudged Deacon with his knee. “A very 
productive day. How about you?” 


Deacon chuckled and sopped some of his gravy up with a 
piece of homemade bread. “It had its moments.” 


“Hey, Deacon,” Taggert said from the doorway. “Lambert 
just called and said he’s got some of our cattle on his side of 
the fence.” 


“Shit. Okay. Eat up and we'll ride out.” He turned to Cody. 
“You'll have to start the campfire without us.” 


“Yes, boss.” 


Deacon knocked elbows with Ray. “You up to a ride, or would 
you rather sing songs and tell stories with the guests?” Ray 
finished his bite of salad. “How far is it?” Deacon grinned. 
He knew Ray’s ass was probably sore, so it was more a test 
than anything. “Only about a thirty-minute ride, but across 
some pretty rough ground.” 


Staring down into his chicken and dumplings, Ray licked his 
lips. 


“What do you think | should do?” 


“Let me think on it for a few minutes.” The more Deacon 
considered his options, the clearer his decision became. 
Unfortunately, the middle of the dining room wasn’t the 
place to discuss them with Ray. 


He quickly finished his dinner and took his plate up and put 
it in the wash bucket before sneaking into the kitchen to 
give Martha a kiss on the cheek. “Great dinner, Mother.” 


Martha patted Deacon’s cheek. “You gettin’ sweet on that 
boy in there?” 


Deacon followed Mother’s gaze to Ray, who was scraping his 
leftovers in the chicken feed bucket. “He’s not a boy, but he 
sure as hell is pretty, isn’t he?” 


Martha chuckled. “You always did have an eye for the pretty 
ones.” 


“Beats the alternative,” he said, poking Martha in the side 
before scurrying out of the kitchen. 


He caught up with Ray on the front porch. “So?” Ray asked. 
“Am | going?” 


Deacon led Ray off the porch and to the barn. Once inside, 
he cornered his lover in the tack room and pressed their 
bodies together. 


“Here’s what I’m thinking. If you ride with me over to 
Lambert’s, you won't feel like riding me after the campfire.” 


He leaned in and ran his tongue across Ray’s cheek to delve 
deep into his mouth. His fingers found their way into the 
black spiky hair as the kiss went into overdrive. Only when 
he was in dire need of oxygen did he break away. “Feel like 


singing happy songs with the guests before letting me pile 
drive this sweet ass?” 


“Oh yeah. | can play nice with an incentive like that.” 
Deacon heard the other cowhands entering the barn. He 
gave Ray one last kiss and swatted his butt. “You take good 
care of this now and l'Il reward you for it later.” 


Chuckling, Ray shook his head and cupped Deacon's cock in 
his hand. “Ditto.” 
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Ray actually felt nervous as he joined Cody and about 
sixteen guests in the large front yard of the summer cabin. 
It was his first ever campfire and Lord knew he didn’t know 
a single cowboy song. 


He found an empty spot on one of the large smooth logs. 
“May I sit by you?” 


The older mother of two smiled. “Sure. As long as you do 
me a favor and laugh at my jokes. It’ll be good for Jeff to 
catch a little of the green-eyed monster.” 


Ray chuckled and settled in beside the woman. “I’m Ray, by 
the way.” 


“Jennifer.” She pointed down the log beside her. “That’s my 
daughter Bethanne, my son David and my husband of 
eighteen years, Jeff. Are you married?” 


Ray shook his head. “I’m gay.” 


He caught a surprised expression on Cody’s face as the 
cowboy walked in front of Ray and sat beside him. Jennifer 


smiled and patted Ray’s knee. “Well, have you found a nice 
young man then?” 


“I’m working on it.” 
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After more songs than he cared to think about, Ray received 
an elbow to the side. 


“Mind helping me get the stuff for s'mores?” Cody asked. 


“Not at all.” Ray jumped at the chance to escape the noise 
for a few moments. He followed Cody into the older wing of 
the summer cabin and into the brightly lit gourmet kitchen. 
“Damn.” Cody chuckled. “Doesn’t quite fit in with the rest of 
the place, does it?” 


Ray ran his hand over the light-colored granite countertop. 
He could feel Cody’s eyes on him and glanced up. “What?” 


Cody took off his hat and ran his fingers through his short 
auburn hair. “We're not really supposed to let the guests 
know we're gay.” 


“What? She asked. | didn’t just volunteer the information.” 
Cody nodded. “I know.” 


Ray narrowed his eyes. “Is this one of Deacon’s rules or was 
it my father’s?” 


Cody turned and started loading a tray with graham 
crackers, Marshmallows and chocolate bars. “Your dad’s.” 


Ray wanted to tell Cody to forget about the fucked-up rule, 
but he knew he’d better discuss it with Deacon first. Maybe 
there was a reason for the stupid rule he wasn’t aware of. 


“FIL talk to Deacon about it.” Cody nodded. “I just thought 
I'd mention it.” Cody held out the tray. 


“If you'll take this out, l'Il get the cider.” 


Ray carried the goodies outside and set them on the picnic 
table. He was more than pleased to see Deacon and the rest 
of the ranch hands back. He caught Deacon’s eye and 
waved. 


Although Deacon was talking to one of the guests, he 
excused himself and walked over. “Having fun?” 


Ray smiled. “It would help if | Knew some of the songs. 
Here,” he said, holding out the tray, “make yourself useful. 
I’ve never made a s’more in my life.” 


Deacon gave a playful gasp. “Bite your tongue. S’mores are 
the heaven of all cowboys.” 


“Really?” He leaned in to whisper in Deacon’s ear. “And here 
| thought sex was.” 


Deacon chuckled. “That, too. But eating melting chocolatey 
goodness is something we can do in public.” 


Deacon walked off and Ray glanced toward the fire. He 
watched as the couple he’d sat with earlier leaned toward 
each other for a kiss. Why can’t I do that? He sighed and sat 
on one of the logs while Deacon and a few of the hands 
helped the guests with their dessert. 


In the red and orange glow of the firelight, he studied 
Deacon with the ranch hands and guests. Although Deacon 
was polite, there seemed to be something missing. It was 
almost like Deacon had erected a wall between himself and 


the guests. Ray wondered if it had anything to do with the 
need to hide who he was. 


Ray had witnessed Deacon working side by side with the 
ranch hands and he seemed easier, happier. He wanted to 
see that side of Deacon all the time, not just when he wasn’t 
around guests. 


The wheels started turning. He’d already had a chance to sit 
down and go over the books with Beth earlier in the 
afternoon. Summers were a big time for the ranch, but the 
guest side of the business wasn’t as good in the spring and 
fall. Beth had explained school played a large part in that. 
Families tended to come during summer break. It was just 
something RJ had always planned on and worked around. 


Ray might not be a lot of help moving cattle and helping 
with the everyday chores, but he knew how to market and 
advertise. Perhaps a new strategy would make the J Bar 
bigger than it had ever been. He wasn’t completely 
oblivious to his own motives. Although he’d never been 
given the chance before, it was something Ray could do in 
the names of the men who’d lived and worked the ranch for 
generations. 


Ray decided not to get Deacon or anyone else’s hopes up 
until he’d done his research. He would have his work cut out 
for him if he was going to finish before he hopped a plane in 
five days, but if everything worked out, it would give him a 
reason to come back. 
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By eleven o'clock, Deacon had had all the smiling he could 
stand for one day. He said his goodnights to the guests and 
tipped his hat toward Ray, hoping his new lover would 
understand the signal. 


He started down the washed-out dirt path and waited for 
Ray to join him. He heard running feet behind him and 
turned in time to see Ray skidding to a stop. 


“What the fuck was that about?” Ray asked, his eyebrows 
drawn together. “For two hours | sat there waiting for you to 
be ready to go and then you just left me.” 


Deacon shook his head. “What do you think I tipped my hat 
for? | wanted you to make your excuses and follow me.” 


“So why didn’t you just say, ‘Hey, let’s go’?” 


Deacon couldn’t figure out why Ray seemed so bent out of 
Shape. He gestured to the few remaining guests. “You don’t 
think anyone would’ve thought it strange that we’re walking 
off together?” Ray reached up and began tugging on his 
hair. “I can’t fucking stand this anymore.” 


Without saying anything else, Ray ran toward the main 
house. 


Deacon was left wondering what the hell had just happened. 
He took off his hat and slapped it against his thigh. It 
seemed Ray still wasn’t used to the way things worked on 
ranches and in small towns around the country. 


He continued walking until he came to the fork in the road, 
one way led to the main house, the other to his own 
cottage. Did he go after Ray or let the younger man cool 
down? He knew the day had been hard on Ray. Maybe it was 
the culmination of grief and stress that was getting to him. 


Settling his hat back on his head, Deacon headed up the 
driveway toward Ray’s. It was one of the only graveled 
roads on the ranch and he found it uncomfortable to walk 
on. He veered toward the side and was soon walking in the 


grass. He crossed the yard and took the porch steps two at 
a time. 


Deacon lifted his hand to knock when movement out of the 
corner of his eye caught his attention. He turned to find Ray 
sitting in one of the chairs at the corner of the wide front 
porch. 


He took several steps and leaned his hip against the porch 
rail. “You still pissed?” 


“I like you.” 


Although it was too dark to see Ray’s face, Deacon got the 
feeling the man wasn’t too happy about the admission. 


“I like you, too,” he answered. 
“Really? So why are you so afraid to show it?” 


Instead of answering right away, Deacon moved to sit in one 
of the chairs opposite Ray. “You never know how straight 
folks will react. 


Bottom line is that I’ve learned to hide myself around 
them.” 


“What kind of life is that?” 


Deacon tossed his hat to the small table beside him. “Beats 
the hell out of dying. Which | almost did before | came 
here.” Deacon sighed and decided to tell Ray something 
very few people knew. “Remember | told you | worked on a 
ranch up north? Well, one of the cowboys | shared a room 
with found a picture I’d torn out of a magazine. | had it good 
and hid, but he’d been snooping in my shit.” 


Deacon scrubbed his hands together. It didn’t matter how 
many years he put behind him, the incident would forever 
remain in the forefront. “Men | thought were my friends 
conspired behind my back. 


They dragged me out of my bunk one night and tied me to a 
tree. They took turns throwing punches and by the time 
they were finished, | was near dead. If it hadn’t been for the 
ranch owner coming out to see what all the commotion was 
about, I’ve no doubt | would’ve died that night.” He heard 
Ray’s indrawn breath. 


“You may think I’m a coward, but I’m alive and doing the job 
| was born to do.” 


Ray got to his feet and came to stand in front of Deacon. 
“This is your home, though.” 


Deacon reached out and pulled Ray onto his lap. “Yeah. It is. 
The only one I’ve ever had that accepted who | am.” 


Ray cupped Deacon’s cheek and kissed his forehead. “If it’s 
time for confessions, | guess you've earned the right to hear 
mine. Until a few minutes ago, | was beginning to think | 
could settle here. | know it would be a huge adjustment, but 
| see the way you and the other hands are together.” 


Deacon could see tears reflecting in Ray’s green depths by 
the light of the moon as his lover continued. 


“I want that. | want a group of friends | can joke with, have 
fun with. 


People who'll have my back when times get hard.” 


“You can have it, all of it,” Deacon told him. 


Ray shook his head. “Not if | have to hide who | truly am 
every time we get another van full of guests. My father gave 
all of you a safe place to live and work. It was my 
understanding that being gay was acceptable on the J Bar, 
but little did | know, it was only accepted behind closed 
doors. | can’t live like that. | won’t.” 


“What're you saying?” Deacon felt like his heart was being 
ripped from his chest. He’d known Ray only a short while, 
but it was the first time in his life he’d met someone he 
could see himself feeling complete with. 


Ray rested his forehead against Deacon’s. “I’m saying | 
can’t allow myself to fall in love with you under those 
circumstances.” Ray started to pull away, but Deacon’s 
arms tightened, holding him in place. He wasn’t sure what 
to say to the man, but Deacon knew he couldn’t let Ray 
walk away. “Under what circumstances can you see yourself 
falling in love with me?” 


Ray placed a soft, gentle kiss on Deacon’s mouth. “One 
where | can do that if | want to. | sat there tonight and 
watched other couples holding hands and sneaking kisses. | 
want that. My feelings for you are no less because we’re 
both men and if people can’t understand that, I’m not sure | 
should welcome them into my home and on my land.” 


“We need the business. It’s not as easy nowadays to make a 
go of a ranch this size. The revenue from the guests keeps 
us afloat.” 


“Then maybe we need to look into getting a different type of 
guest. 


Perhaps people who’re accepting of alternative lifestyles.” 
Deacon had a strong feeling he knew where Ray was going, 


but he had serious doubts. He shook his head. “We won’t be 
able to find enough...” 


Ray kissed him again. “The world’s full of gay men. Leave it 
to me to find them and bring them here.” 


“Like a gay man’s version of Field of Dreams?” Ray laughed. 
“Yeah, something like that. But seriously...think about it. 
How many times have you been able to go on vacation with 
a lover and felt totally free to put your arm around him or 
kiss him if the mood was right?” 


Deacon had never been on a real vacation, let alone done 
anything remotely like what Ray was talking about. “So you 
really want to make the J Bar a vacation spot for gay men?” 


“Not just that, but alternative families, lesbians, hell, I’m not 
picky as long as the guests who come don’t mind seeing me 
kiss you once in a while. | was going over the books with 
Beth and it looks like spring and fall are hard times here on 
the ranch. Maybe we can reserve those seasons for the 
GLBT guests and then take it from there?” Deacon wasn’t 
sure it would work, but he really liked the thought of Ray 
staying. If it took revamping the ranch, so be it. “You’d have 
to move here.” 


Ray rubbed his nose across Deacon’s. “Well, | wouldn’t have 
to move here, but I’d probably want to. Marketing is done 
primarily over the computer, so wherever | have access to 
the internet would work.” 


“The ranch office has internet, so does R]’s.” 
“So you think it’s a good idea?” Ray asked. 


At that point, Deacon didn’t care if the idea flopped. The 
important thing was spending time with Ray. “I think we 


should go for it.” Ray kissed him, flicking the tip of his 
tongue against Deacon’s. “How about we go upstairs and 
celebrate?” 


Deacon squeezed Ray’s ass. “I’ve thought of nothing else 
since | met you.” 


Ray climbed off Deacon’s lap and held out his hand, pulling 
Deacon to his feet. Deacon led the way, surprised when he 
couldn’t get in. “You locked the door?” 


Ray dug the keys out of his pocket and handed them to 
Deacon. “Of course | locked it. Why wouldn’t I?” 


Deacon tended to forget Ray wasn’t from the country. He fit 
the key into the deadbolt and opened the house before 
handing them back to Ray. “With the exception of the office, 
we don’t lock doors around here. 


We've never once had a problem with leaving our houses 
open.” Ray went inside and tossed the keys on the entry 
table. “That'll take some getting used to. At home | wouldn’t 
even take out the garbage without locking up behind me.” 


Deacon put a hand to Ray’s back and led him to the stairs. 
“This is your home now, so show a little trust.” 


Ray turned around and began walking up the steps 
backward. He unbuttoned his shirt and let it fall from his 
shoulders. 


Deacon couldn’t resist and ran his hand down Ray’s smooth 
chest to the light treasure trail just under his bellybutton. 
“You are so damn sexy.” 


Ray’s smile lit up his entire face as he popped the button on 
his jeans. “And that’s not even my best feature.” 


With Ray standing on the step above him, it put them nose 
to nose. 


Deacon reached out and grabbed the back of Ray’s neck, 
pulling his lover in for a kiss. As his tongue tangled with 
Ray’s, he unzipped the smaller man’s jeans and pushed 
them down as far as he could. 


Deacon broke the kiss and grinned. “Sit.” 


Ray bit his plump lower lip as he sat down and kicked his 
jeans and underwear off. He spread his thighs and leaned 
his arms back on the step above him. “Is this what you had 
in mind?” 


Deacon knelt and braced his hands on the same step Ray’s 
feet rested on. He was finished talking. All he could think 
about was the cock in front of him, dripping with pre-come. 


He started at Ray’s firm sac and worked his way up the long, 
thin length, stopping occasionally to scrape the flesh with 
his teeth. 


Ray moaned as he reached out with one hand to grab a 
fistful of Deacon’s hair. “More.” 


Deacon knew there was no need for Ray to beg. He hadn't 
even tasted his prize yet, no way was he going to quit. He 
ran his tongue around the ridge of the crown, lapping the 
pre-come as it continued to drip from the slit at the top. 


“Mmmm.” He hummed as he slipped his lips over the head, 
Ray’s taste exploding in his mouth. 


Ray’s grip on Deacon’s hair tightened as he thrust his hips, 
driving his cock deeper down Deacon’s throat. 


Deacon put a hand on Ray’s stomach, holding him back as 
he released the cock in his mouth. He couldn’t believe he 
was about to ruin the unbelievably erotic moment. “Sorry, 
but my knees are killing me. 


Guess I’m not as young as | used to be.” 


Ray chuckled and moved up a step so he could stand 
without sending Deacon tumbling down the stairs. “Come 
on, old man. l'Il help you to bed.” 


Deacon happily followed Ray’s nude body. Hell, at that 
point, he was afraid he’d follow Ray anywhere he wanted to 
lead. He was surprised when Ray bypassed the master 
bedroom. 


Deacon had been in RJ’s room on many occasions, but never 
in the capacity of lover. “Why aren’t you in the big 
bedroom?” Ray glanced over his shoulder. “It’s not mine. | 
can’t sleep in the same bed my father fucked his lovers.” 


Deacon chuckled. “You have an inflated view of RJ’s sex life. 
He never brought a man home.” 


Ray spun around, a shocked expression on his face. “He 
never had sex?” 


“| didn’t say that. He’d go into Billings one weekend a 
month.” 


“What is it with Billings? Neil said that’s where he went, 
too.” A thought struck him. “Were my dad and Neil lovers?” 
Deacon shrugged. “If they were, no one told me about it. 
Billings is the only place around with a gay bar. Hell, there 
are only like four in the entire state. If a guy wants to meet 
a like-minded man, he goes to The Loft.” 


Ray entered one of the spare rooms and climbed into an 
unmade bed. “Enough talking, more getting naked.” 


Deacon pulled the front of his shirt and the pearl snaps gave 
way. 


“Slower,” Ray admonished. “I want to see every inch of your 
body.” Deacon chuckled. “I’m a cowboy, not a stripper.” He 
sat on the bed and pulled off his boots and socks before 
standing to face Ray. His lover was lounging on a pile of 
pillows propped against the headboard. “Besides, I’ve 
waited long enough.” A thought suddenly struck him. “You 
got stuff?” 


Ray scurried off the bed and disappeared into the bathroom. 
Deacon finished undressing and lay down. He ran his hands 
over his body, settling one on his chest while the other 
began to stroke his erection. 


When Ray didn’t come back right away, Deacon called out. 
“You fall in?” 


“No. Just give me a sec.” 


Deacon noted something different in Ray’s voice and 
curiosity got the better of him. He hopped out of bed and 
went to investigate. The sight that met him nearly made 
him shoot right then and there. 


With one foot resting on the toilet, Ray was inserting a 
rather large dildo up his ass. With Ray’s back to him, 
Deacon had the perfect view of the flesh-colored silicone as 
it slid its way home. “I thought that was my job.” 


Ray Jumped and looked over his shoulder. His face was red 
from apparent embarrassment, but Deacon could detect the 


flush of arousal as well. “I like to stretch myself 
beforehand.” 


Different. Deacon stepped forward and nudged the dildo 
with his hand. “So, me doing this is off-limits?” 


Ray gasped and Deacon took control of the toy. He began 
twisting it as he pumped the rigid silicone in and out of 
Ray’s hole. As Deacon watched his lover’s body respond to 
the fake cock, he couldn’t help but imagine his own shaft 
stabbing into Ray’s depths. 


He leaned in and sucked Ray’s earlobe, pushing the dildo in 
as far as it would go. “Why do you do this before you fuck?” 
Ray’s back arched as he moaned. “Sometimes it hurts in the 
beginning. | didn’t want that. Especially not with you.” 
Before Deacon could move the dildo again, Ray began 
rocking his hips, fucking himself. “Damn, babe. | can’t stand 
it. | want to feel you. 


Make you fly.” 


Deacon removed the dildo and tossed it into the sink. He 
replaced the artificial cock with his finger. Despite having 
just been fucked by a piece of silicone, Deacon couldn’t get 
over the squeeze of Ray’s inner walls. “You're small, tight.” 
He didn’t want to brag, but Deacon knew his cock was 
bigger than the toy Ray had been used to using. “Promise 
me something?” 


“Anything,” Ray said around a moan. 


“If | start hurting you, make sure you tell me.” Ray nodded, 
as he rode Deacon’s fingers. 


Satisfied, Deacon glanced around and spotted Ray’s shaving 
kit on the back of the toilet. “Grab the stuff and let me take 


you to bed.” Ray reached into the black leather bag and 
pulled out a strip of condoms and a small tube of lubricant. 
Deacon lifted his lover into his arms and carried him to bed. 
He could feel the pre-come dripping down his shaft as he 
walked across the room and carefully deposited Ray on the 
big mattress. 


Deacon positioned himself between Ray’s spread thighs and 
opened one of the packages. He rolled the condom down his 
length and applied more lube to his cock and Ray’s 
stretched hole. 


“Remember what I asked,” he reminded Ray as he 
positioned the crown of his cock at the smaller man’s 
entrance. 


Deacon’s jaws clenched as he tried to enter his lover in 
Small increments. He studied Ray’s face, looking for any 
sign of pain, until he was fully seated. Ray was tighter than 
he’d guessed and Deacon had never felt anything quite so 
intense in his life. 


“Breathe,” he told Ray, wishing he could take his own 
advice. 


“I’ve never been so full,” Ray panted. 


“Am | hurting you?” Please don’t ask me to pull out, Deacon 
silently begged. 


Ray shook his head and grinned. “You’re killing me, but in a 
good way.” 


Relieved that he wasn’t the only one feeling the intense 
pleasure, Deacon moaned. He felt Ray’s muscles begin to 
relax so Deacon began to move. He started a slow rhythm in 
and out until he made certain he wasn’t hurting his lover. 


Ray gazed into Deacon’s eyes and nodded, giving silent 
permission for more. Deacon lifted his torso off Ray’s and 
began to thrust faster, surging deep, before pulling out. 
With every pump of his hips, Deacon felt like he was losing 
himself to the smaller man. 


There had been too much teasing for him to last long, but 
Deacon intended to make a lasting impression. He reached 
back and hooked Ray’s legs with his arms, opening Ray 
further. 


“Yes!” Ray panted. “I feel you. Oh fuck, | feel you!” The 
younger man was gasping for breath as Deacon relentlessly 
assaulted the sweet body of his lover over and over. He was 
rewarded with a cry of ecstasy as Ray climaxed. 


Deacon knew he was riding the edge, but when Ray’s body 
tightened around his cock, he was lost. He buried his crown 
as deep into Ray’s body as he could and filled the condom, 
howling Ray’s name as he came. 


He released Ray’s legs and kissed his lover as the 
aftershocks continued to rack his body. He wanted to 
whisper sweet nothings in Ray’s ear, but what could he say 
that didn’t sound trite? It was the God’s honest truth that 
he’d never experienced anything as good as what had just 
happened, but he knew words were cheap, especially after 
fucking. 


Deacon reached down and held the base of the condom as 
he pulled out of Ray. He gave Ray a quick, deep kiss before 
climbing off the bed and heading for the bathroom. 


After disposing of the soiled rubber and cleaning his dick in 
the sink, he ran a washcloth under the hot tap and carried it 
back to the bedroom. 


Ray was sound asleep, his breathing still more labored than 
normal. 


Deacon cleaned his lover as much as he could without 
waking him and turned off the bedside lamp. He drew the 
covers over them and settled Ray against his chest. As 
much as he would’ve enjoyed soft kisses and a bit of pillow 
talk, he knew it was better Ray had fallen asleep. 


“It’s too soon,” he mumbled to himself. 


Chapter Five 


Ray spent the majority of the following three days in his 
father’s office, researching on the internet. He glanced at 
the time on the bottom of the monitor and cursed. If he was 
going to make his meeting with his dad’s lawyer, he needed 
to get going. 


He bookmarked the page he’d been reviewing and pushed 
away from the desk. From his research so far, he definitely 
saw the possibilities of his plans coming to fruition, but he’d 
need some money to make it happen. 


Although nostalgic, the summer cabin needed work, along 
with several of the other cabins. He also felt the hired hands 
deserved nicer homes. He’d heard grumbles about how cold 
the houses were in the winter. The way he figured it, it 
would take a pretty good sum of money to do the job right 
and still keep the integrity of the older homes. He’d heard 
about a company in Kansas City that made new windows 
that looked like the originals. Ray had gone as far as to 
contact the people. In his opinion, the single-pane windows 
were the biggest culprits of the drafty cabins. 


The guilt he felt over hoping there was some cash involved 
with his father’s estate had slowly been replaced with the 
knowledge that he could do wonderful things for the J Bar 
with the money. Not just the ranch itself, but the cowboys 
who'd come to regard the land as their home. Advertising 
alone for their new venture was going to be expensive, but 
Ray knew he had to get ads in a few of the publications 
catering to the GLBT community. 


He grabbed the keys to his rental car off the table and 
opened the door, surprised when Taggert almost knocked on 
his face. “Whoa.” Shocked, Taggert lowered his hand. “Sorry. 
| was just coming to see you. Deacon said you were headed 
into Red Lodge and | wondered if | could catch a ride.” 


“Sure, but | don’t know how long l'Il be.” Ray led the way to 
the sedan. 


“| don’t mind waiting. I’ve got an appointment at the clinic.” 
After they were both buckled in, Ray pulled down the drive. 
He wondered if he could use the unexpected opportunity to 
get Taggert’s opinion on the changes he was about to 
propose to the others. 


Ray waited until they were on the county road headed 
toward Red Lodge. “So, um, can | ask your opinion on 
something?” Taggert was only around twenty-two and 
seemed surprised to be asked. “Me? Sure.” 


“What would you think about opening the ranch for 
primarily gay and lesbian guests? You know, someplace they 
could vacation and be themselves.” 


“We already have that. Not many, mind you, but there are 
the occasional guests who're gay.” 


“Yes, but I’m talking more about blocking off months when 
we’re exclusively marketing trips for them. Trips where 
they’re allowed to be themselves without worrying who 
might catch them kissing or holding a lover’s hand.” 


Taggert rubbed the back of his neck, under the wide brim of 
his hat. 


“I think it sounds good, but you’re talking about a lot of 
temptation coming and going from the ranch. You know the 


policies in place.” Ray chuckled. “I do and | hate them. One 
of the reasons I’m interested in doing this is so everyone 
can relax and be who they are, not just the guests.” 


Taggert seemed to think it over for several minutes before 
answering. “I’ve never been out out like a lot of the guys. 

Heck, I’ve never even been to a bar outside of Red Lodge. 
Maybe you should ask someone a little more experienced 

than me.” 


Ray shook his head. “Experience has nothing to do with it. | 
guess the real question is would you like to live in an 
atmosphere of complete acceptance. From the sound of it, 
you haven’t had that up until now.” 


“Sure. Who wouldn’t? But I’m not wearing chaps around the 
ranch without any jeans on just to give the guests a thrill, so 
don’t even ask,” Taggert joked. 


Ray laughed and held up a hand. “I promise.” 
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The weekly cattle drive was always a favorite among 
guests. It wasn’t really a big production, just moving head 
from one pasture to another, but it gave the wannabe 
cowboys a chance to show what they’d learned during the 
week. 


Despite a kerfuffle with one group of yearlings, it all went 
rather smoothly. Deacon sat back in the saddle as Neil put 
on a show for the folks. Deacon had noticed one of the 
heifers had a sore on her leg that needed to be tended. 


With his well-trained Australian Shepherd, Georgia, Neil 
broke the heifer from the herd and wasted no time roping 
her. Watching Neil as his gelding ran at top speed was the 


closest thing to a religious experience most cowboys got, 
unless, of course, it was the sight of Griggs riding his horse 
bareback in the buckskins he occasionally put on for the 
guests. 


The tired crowd seemed to appreciate the skill involved and 
cheered Neil and Georgia on. After one of the older men 
helped Neil apply ointment to the heifer’s injury, Neil did a 
little showing off for the guests. 


Deacon heard the creak of a saddle coming up behind him 
and glanced over his shoulder. 


“Hey,” Griggs greeted. 


Deacon waited until the horse wrangler brought his horse up 
beside Black Jack. “Everything going okay?” 


Griggs nodded. “I’m a little worried about a couple of the 
guests taking the ride down the ridge.” 


“Let me guess, Danny and Judy?” 


Griggs searched the small group of riders until his gaze 
landed on the two people in question. “I don’t think they 
have the confidence to take a plunge like that.” 


Deacon studied the couple in their twenties. Without taking 
the horses down the ridge, it was a four-hour ride back to 
the ranch. “Go talk to them about it. If they honestly don’t 
think they can do it, l'Il get 


‘em home.” 


“You sure? That'll put you back after dark.” 


“I’m sure. Just have Mother keep a couple plates warmed for 
us. As long as we stay on the path, we'll be fine.” 


Griggs nodded and rode off toward the couple. Deacon 
watched as Griggs tried to explain what riding down the 
ridge entailed. Hundreds of inexperienced riders had made 
the trek just fine, but the key was to trust your horse. The 
stock on the J Bar was so well trained, they could take the 
steep downward slope with their eyes closed, but nervous 
riders had a tendency to pull on the reins, which often 
spelled trouble. 


Griggs looked over at Deacon and shook his head. Deacon 
could tell the wrangler felt bad, but there was little that 
could be done about it. 


Deacon clicked his tongue and Black Jack rode forward. 
“We'll go ahead and start back. See you all later.” 


By the way Judy was sitting the saddle, Deacon had a pretty 
good idea she would soon be wishing she’d taken the short 
ride home. 
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After dropping Taggert by the clinic, Ray parked in front of 
the Law Office of Krueger and Westmoor. He checked his 
hair in the rearview mirror before getting out and locking up. 
He smiled to himself as he hit the key fob again and 
unlocked the car. He had to keep reminding himself he 
wasn’t in the city. 


He stepped into the reception area and smiled at the young 
woman behind the desk. “Ray Justice. I’ve an appointment 
with James Krueger.” 


“Yes, Mr. Justice, Mr. Krueger is expecting you. Second door 
on the right down that hall.” 


“Thank you.” Ray walked to the indicated office and 
knocked on the doorjamb of the open door. “Mr. Krueger?” 


A middle-aged man with thinning hair stood and extended 
his hand. 


“Nice to meet you. Please call me James.” 
“Thank you, James.” Ray took the offered seat. 


James shuffled a few files on his desk, handed Ray a large 
manila envelope, before opening an additional file folder. 
“Everything of a personal nature should be in there. | have a 
few papers for you to sign, including the new deed on the 
ranch, so | can get it through the court as quickly as 
possible.” 


Ray nodded and signed and initialed numerous documents. 
Most of them had to do with the ranch. He’d yet to see 
anything about a cash payment, but he assumed that would 
be in the envelope he’d been given. 


At the direction his thoughts were headed, Ray had to once 
again push back the guilt. He knew in his heart the money 
was needed to enhance the J Bar. He felt confident his dad 
would be proud of the things he was hoping to accomplish. 


After getting the legal paperwork out of the way, Ray stood 
and shook James’ hand. “Thank you for taking the time to 
track me down. | would’ve never known about the J Bar if it 
hadn’t been for your phone call.” 


A strange expression crossed James’ face momentarily 
before being wiped away with a forced smile. “I wish you 


the best of luck, Ray.” Ray nodded to the receptionist on his 
way back to his car. As soon as he was safely ensconced in 
the privacy of the sedan, he opened the large envelope. He 
was surprised to find a few pictures of himself along with a 
single, smaller envelope with his name written on the 
outside in his father’s handwriting. 


With shaking hands, Ray tore open the white business-sized 
envelope. He unfolded the piece of notebook paper and 
began to read. 


Ray Jr, 


If you're reading this, | must be dead. It’s sad that it took my 
death and the hope of money to bring you to Montana, but 
here you are. 


As I’m sure you are aware, the ranch has been left to you. | 
have to be honest and say it wasn’t what I would have 
wanted given a choice. You’ve never given a fuck about me 
or your heritage here in Montana, but the legalities are such 
that | can’t bequeath it to anyone but you. 


Everything I did have a choice in, I’ve left to Deacon and a 
few of the other ranch hands. They deserve what they got 
and more, so don’t you dare try to sue them to get what you 
feel should be yours, or so help me God, l'Il haunt you until 
the day you die. 


Ray gasped at the vehemence behind the words written in 
his dad’s handwriting. He almost tore the letter up right 
then and there, but some perverse side of him continued 
reading. 


| know legally, | can’t stop you from selling the ranch and 
heading back to your fancy life in New York, but I’m asking 
you to please take some time to reconsider. The J Bar has 


been in my family for generations. We've always taken great 
pride in having one of the largest privately owned ranches 
in the state of Montana. 


If you just go on back east, Deacon and the rest of the crew 
are more than qualified to run the place. You'll earn a steady 
income from the profits and you'll never have to dirty your 
soft hands lifting a finger to earn it. 


That was as far as Ray could bring himself to go. He stuffed 
the letter into the large envelope and threw it into the 
backseat, out of his sight. 


It took him several moments to calm down enough to get 
the key in the ignition. As he pulled away from the curb 
toward the coffeehouse where he’d agreed to meet Taggert, 
he fought off tears. 


He kept telling himself over and over it didn’t matter. RJ 
didn’t know the story behind why Ray had never written or 
come out to Montana to see him. Things would’ve been 
different if only he hadn’t been lied to by the people who 
were supposed to love him the most. 


Taggert stepped out of the cute storefront as soon as Ray 
pulled up, two cups of steaming coffee in his hands. Ray 
leaned across the console and opened the passenger door. 


“Thanks.” Taggert handed Ray his cup. “One sugar and two 
creams, right?” 


Ray nodded and settled the botanic-printed cup in the 
console. As he drove out of town, he had no doubt Taggert 
was able to pick up on his current mood, because the 
cowboy didn’t even attempt conversation. 


The sun was quickly setting and Ray adjusted his visor, 
cursing himself for leaving his sunglasses on the dresser. As 
he drove, he reached down and lifted his cup, hoping it had 
cooled off enough to drink. 


“Watch out!” Taggert yelled as Ray rounded a corner. 


As if in slow motion, the cup of hot coffee dropped out of his 
hand as he tried too late to swerve around the large bull elk. 


Ray felt the impact moments before his world went black. 
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They were only about a quarter mile from the ranch when 
Deacon was Surprised to see Neil riding at top speed toward 
them. Even from a distance, Deacon could tell by Neil’s 
body language that something was wrong. 


He gave Black Jack a nudge and took off toward the 
cowboss. 


“What’s happened?” he yelled when he got close enough. 
Both men pulled their horses to a stop. 


“We just got a call from Beartooth Hospital. There was an 
accident on the way home from Red Lodge. Taggert and Ray 
are both being brought in.” 


Deacon didn’t even wait for further details, he ran Black 
Jack toward the barn at an all-out gallop. Jimmy and Griggs 
were both waiting by the barn when Deacon rode up. Jimmy 
had thought ahead and had Deacon’s truck running and 
waiting. 


Deacon hopped into the truck and floored it, spraying dirt 
everywhere in his haste to get to the hospital. Halfnway 


down the driveway, Deacon was forced to slow the truck 
and put on his seat belt. 


Once he was on the county road, he drove as fast as he 
dared toward Red Lodge. About halfway to town, he spotted 
flashing lights. He slowed to a crawl as the traffic all but 
stopped to gawk at the accident scene. It was a sick thing to 
do, but Deacon knew it was human nature. 


A tow truck was loading what was left of Ray’s rental car 
onto a flatbed, the entire front of the sedan crumpled. 
Deacon’s first thought was Ray had hit a tree, but the blood 
and gore just past the wrecker proved him wrong. “Fuck.” 


Clear of the accident, Deacon passed as many cars as he 
could safely in an effort to get to Ray. “Please, God, let them 
be okay.” 
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Even before he opened his eyes, he felt the weight of 
someone’s hand on his upper arm. He knew it was Deacon 
by the smell of horses and leather. “Hey,” he rasped, 
opening his eyes. 


“Hey, babe. How’re you feeling?” 
Ray licked his lips. “Thirsty.” 


Deacon reached for a plastic cup on the small table and 
directed a straw to Ray’s mouth. “Just a couple of sips. We 
don’t want you upchucking all over the place.” 


As much as he wanted to drink the entire glass, Ray 
followed Deacon’s orders. “What happened? What the hell 
was that thing?” 


“Bull elk,” Deacon informed Ray. “When you decide to hit an 
animal, you sure as hell know how to go for the biggest ones 
we got.” 


“Shouldn’t that be in a zoo or something instead of 
wandering around the road willy-nilly?” 


Deacon grinned. “Hey, you’re talking about the pride of 
Montana right there.” 


Ray looked down at himself, surprised to see he appeared to 
have all his parts intact. “How bad am |?” 


“Concussion, broken nose, sprained wrist and a hell of a 
burn on your thigh.” 


“Coffee.” 
“Huh? You want coffee?” 


“No, | was trying to drink coffee. | must’ve spilled it. How’s 
Taggert?” Deacon squirmed in his seat. “Broken arm and 
collarbone, bruises, a few minor cuts. There’s one on his 
eyebrow that he was worried about, but | assured him it 
would make him even sexier.” Ray narrowed his eyes. 
“Don’t you go getting ideas about Taggert.” Deacon 
chuckled. He leaned in and placed a soft kiss on Ray’s lips. 


“No need to worry. Someone else has my full attention at 
the moment.” It wasn’t until some of the fog left Ray’s brain 
that he remembered why he’d gone into Red Lodge in the 
first place. With no money to start the new venture, he knew 
the last few days had been wasted. “Will | be well enough to 
go home in the morning?” 


“What? | thought you weren’t leaving until Sunday.” Ray 
didn’t know how to tell Deacon the truth. He needed time 


away from Montana, the J Bar and Deacon to process all that 
had happened. “I have a few things | need to do before | 
have to work on Monday.” Deacon blinked several times. 
“It’s that important that you get back to the city?” 


Ray tried to nod but winced as his head felt like it was ready 
to fall off his neck. “Please, just promise me you'll get me to 
the airport in the morning.” 


The muscles in Deacon’s jaws started pulsing as he ground 
his teeth. 


“Sure, but you know, hitting elk isn’t an everyday 
occurrence around here. You don’t really need to run back to 
New York because of it.” Ray reached out and threaded his 
fingers through Deacon’s. “I have some thinking | need to 
do, please.” 


What would Deacon say if he knew Ray needed to decide if 
refurbishing his father’s ranch was worth selling the house 
his mom had worked so hard to pay off? No. That wasn’t 
exactly true. He knew deep down he needed time to digest 
the letter his dad had written. 


He knew RJ had been hurt by Ray’s apparent lack of 
understanding, but had he really tried to reach out? The 
more he thought about it, the madder he became. Not once 
had his dad tried to see him face-to-face. 


“Hey, what’s going on inside that bruised head of yours?” 
Deacon whispered, kissing Ray’s cheek. 


“Just wondering why my dad never tried to see me. When | 
found out the truth, | was so angry with my mom for lying to 
him. But I think if | were a dad, | would’ve done everything 
in my power to see my son, whether he approved of me or 
not. | would’ve at least tracked him down once he became 


an adult and had a man-to-man conversation with him.” 
Deacon’s eyes were filled with sorrow as he smoothed the 
once spiked hair away from Ray’s forehead. “He had more 
pride than any man I’ve ever known, sometimes to a fault. 
He was my best friend, but even I’ve had a few choice 
words for him lately. What he did was wrong, point blank, 
and | won’t make excuses for him.” 


Deacon leaned farther in and nuzzled Ray’s neck. “You 
mean the world to me. If you have to go back to New York, 
don’t stay away long. 


I’ve kinda gotten used to you.” 


Ray appreciated everything his lover said, but if his feelings 
for Deacon were real, they would survive the time it took for 
him to get his head and heart straightened out. Ray reached 
out and cupped Deacon's cheek. Here was a man he’d 
known less than a week, yet Deacon meant more to him 
than anyone else in the world. 


As much as he wanted to tell the man he loved those three 
little words, his conscience wouldn’t let him. Maybe it was 
time to figure out who he was, not what his mother, or 
father, thought he was. 


Chapter Six 


Ray’s boss came into his office and tossed a folder onto his 
desk. 


“Cows? | ask you for an ad campaign for a bakery and you 
give me cows!” 


Ray glanced up from his computer. “It’s head.” 
“Excuse me?” 


“Head or cattle, not cows. The whole premise of the ad is 
taking people back to the country. To a time when mothers 
baked for their families.” 


The red-faced man in front of him growled. “You haven't 
given me anything but cattle and cowboys since you’ve 
been back from your vacation.” 


“It wasn’t a vacation. My father died.” 


“Whatever. Why don’t you take a few days off and decide 
where it is you want to be. This isn’t the country. You can’t 
do local advertising geared toward the people of Manhattan 
with these silly ads you keep coming up with.” 


Ray watched as his boss stormed out of his office. “Fuck.” 
He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He knew his 
boss was right. At that moment he longed to be on the front 
porch of his house on the J Bar. The heat in the city was 
stifling. What he wouldn’t give for a shady spot in the 
country with a cool breeze. 


Although he’d been back for nearly two weeks, he’d decided 
almost immediately he wanted to go back. But things took 
time. He had a house to sell and a life to rearrange. 
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“Hey, boss?” 


Deacon glanced up from the schedule book in front of him. 
“Yeah, Jimmy?” 


“This came for Ray. The rental car place in Billings finally 
came to haul away what was left of Ray’s rental. These are 
his personal effects that were found inside.” 


Deacon took the large manila envelope and set it beside 
him. 


“Thanks.” 
Jimmy nodded and left the cookhouse. 


“You want me to make another pot of coffee?” Martha 
asked. 


Deacon tipped his cup, surprised to see his coffee had gone 
cold. 


“That'd be great.” 


He still had at least another hour of work to do and knew 
he’d need the caffeine to keep him awake. How he’d 
managed to get so attached to Ray, he still didn’t 
understand, but life without his lover was taking its toll on 
his sleeping habits. 


His finger brushed the corner of the envelope. The address 
at the top left corner told him it was from RJ’s lawyer. “It’s 


not any of your business, Deacon.” 
“You say something?” Martha asked, coming into the room. 
“No. Just talking to myself.” 


Martha set a fresh carafe of coffee in front of him. Instead of 
moving off, she took a seat across the dining room table. 
“He got under your skin, didn’t he?” 


Deacon grinned. “Is it that obvious?” 


“Well, | could tell you no and save your pride, or | could tell 
the truth. Which would you prefer?” 


“I miss him. Talking on the phone isn’t the same.” 
“So tell him.” 


Deacon looked at the woman who'd mothered all of them at 
one time or another. “I can’t. | don’t think it’s me he’s 
staying away from. | think it’s whatever’s in this envelope.” 


Martha eyed the envelope in question. “Guess you have a 
decision to make.” 


Deacon nodded and poured himself more coffee. “Even 
though Ray was RJ's son, I think my old friend hated him.” 
Deacon went on to tell Martha about the letters Ray had 
found, as well as the letter Deacon had received. 


“l just don’t understand him,” Deacon concluded. 


Martha reached across the table and covered Deacon’s 
hand. “I think in the end, when RJ knew he was dying, he 
became bitter about all the things that had gone wrong in 
his life, namely Ray. It was the hurt he felt in those letters. 
Don’t let them cloud your judgment when it comes to his 


friendship. He truly was your friend. You’re letting his 
relationship with Ray taint those memories.” 


“Do you think he really loved Ray, ever?” 


Martha shrugged. “He took that answer to his grave.” She 
stood and tapped her fingers on the table. “Maybe it’s up to 
you to make this place Ray’s home and not RJ's.” 


“What do you mean?” Deacon knew he’d made Ray feel 
welcomed at the ranch. 


“RJ put his stamp on everything around here. Ghosts have a 
way of keeping away the living. If there are bad feelings 
between RJ and Ray, maybe it’s time things changed.” 


“Like?” he prodded. 


Martha braced her hands on the table and leaned toward 
Deacon. “In the old days, ranches were named after the 
brand they carried. J Bar was the brand for this place, but 
we don’t brand the cattle anymore, we tag them.” 


“And?” 


“I happen to know Elijah Justice stated in his will the J Bar 
could never be passed to anyone other than a Justice. He 
said nothing about the land, just the name. | think it’s pretty 
clear Ray will probably never have an heir. What’s going to 
happen to this place when it’s his time to go? Maybe a visit 
to Mr. Krueger would help you find some answers to your 
problem with Ray. Make this place Ray’s home and he'll 
come back.” 


Deacon scratched his jaw. He knew from reading RJ’s letters 
the last thing he wanted was to pass the ranch to Ray, so 


why was this topic coming up now? “Why didn’t you tell RJ 
about your theories on the J 


Bar?” 


Martha smiled. “Because unlike the rest of you, | knew about 
Ray and | didn’t want RJ to leave the ranch to anyone but 
the last Justice. It’s the way it should be, regardless of their 
relationship. You seem to forget how long I’ve worked here. 
There aren’t many Justice skeletons that | don’t know 
about.” 


Without a self-satisfied smile, Martha turned and walked 
back into the kitchen to finish preparing lunch. 


Deacon picked up the envelope and emptied its contents 
onto the table. If he was going to see Mr. Krueger, he 
needed to understand what he was up against. 
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Ray finished taping the box and piled it onto the stack with 
the others. He’d made good headway over the last several 
days. He’d made arrangements with one of the local 
charities for a pick-up the following day and he only had half 
the attic left to sort. 


He hadn’t had much luck selling his mother’s house, but the 
market sucked and he knew that when he’d put it up for 
sale. With the forced time off from his job, he’d decided to 
do what he could to ready the old place. 


The chiming of the doorbell drew his attention away from 
the task at hand. He stood and brushed the accumulated 
dust from his shirt and hair before climbing down the ladder. 


Before he could make his way downstairs, someone began 
pounding. 


“I’m coming,” he yelled. 


He opened the door and nearly fainted. The man he couldn’t 
get out of his head stood not a foot in front of him. Ray 
launched himself into his lover’s arms and kissed him. 


When he started to pull away enough to question Deacon, 
his man’s arms tightened and took the kiss deeper. Ray 
opened his mouth and sucked his lover’s tongue inside. 
Damn, he’d missed Deacon’s taste. The kiss went even 
hotter as Deacon lapped at Ray’s lips, chin and cheeks with 
his tongue. Within moments, Ray’s cock was hard and 
grinding against Deacon’s thigh as they continued their 
erotic tongue-play. 


Ray pulled Deacon into the house and shut the door. “Need 
you,” he broke away from the kiss long enough to Say. 


Deacon bent and put his shoulder to Ray’s midsection, 
lifting him off the ground. In his current position, Ray had a 
perfect view of Deacon’s ass, encased in a faded pair of 
jeans. He ran his hands over the cowboy’s firm buns as he 
was Carried up the stairs. He couldn’t get his hand inside 
Deacon's waistband, but he could run his fingers up the 
seam between the cheeks of his lover’s ass. “Which one?” 
Deacon asked. 


“First door,” Ray replied. 
Deacon tossed Ray onto the bed. “Stuff?” 


Ray bit his bottom lip. “Condoms are in the bathroom, still in 
my shaving kit.” He slid out the bedside drawer. “I’ve got 
lube though.” While Deacon went to retrieve the condoms, 


Ray began stripping out of his clothes. By the time a nude 
Deacon walked back into the room, sheathed and ready, 
Ray had already started stretching himself. He hadn’t taken 
the time to get the dildo out of the drawer, instead doing 
things the old-fashioned way. It seemed both of them were 
in a hurry. 


Ray grinned, inserting another finger as Deacon climbed 
onto the bed. “What’re you doing here?” 


Deacon stopped and grinned, gesturing toward the door. 
“Should | leave?” 


“Hell no.” He removed his fingers and spread his legs. 
“Come closer.” Deacon insinuated himself between Ray’s 
thighs and guided the head of his cock to Ray’s hole. “You 
remember our agreement?” Ray knew exactly what Deacon 
was asking. “I promise to tell you if it hurts.” 


After pushing the head through the ring of muscles, Deacon 
stopped and leaned down for a kiss. Of all the erotic kisses 
they’d shared in their relationship, Ray knew there was 
something incredibly different about this one. He knew he 
wasn’t the only one who felt it. The low moan coming from 
Deacon as their tongues twined was also different. 


Ray opened his eyes and stared up at the handsome man 
he’d missed beyond reason. No words were spoken, but Ray 
felt the connection between them deepen even further. 


Without breaking eye contact, Deacon began to move. Ina 
Slow rocking motion, Deacon worked his length inside Ray’s 
body. Although he felt a few twinges, Ray concentrated to 
keep his face from showing it. 


Having Deacon with him was too important to let anything 
ruin the moment. 


Once buried to the root, Deacon leaned down and swiped 
his tongue across Ray’s lips. “God, I’ve missed this, you. My 
entire adult life’s been spent on the ranch and never have | 
felt lonelier than the last two weeks.” 


Ray nodded. He knew what Deacon was talking about. The 
time spent away from Deacon had been pure hell. It hadn’t 
mattered that he’d kept himself busy. There hadn’t been a 
minute of the day he wasn’t tempted to say “fuck it all” and 
go back to Montana. 


Deacon withdrew his cock and slid back in. The stretch was 
amazing. 


Ray would swear he felt each protruding vein of Deacon’s 
thick cock. 


Ray wrapped his legs higher around his lover’s torso as he 
moaned with each thrust. The words that he’d been dying to 
say sat on the tip of his tongue. Not yet. 


Deacon changed position as the intensity level increased. 
Although Ray missed the scratch of Deacon’s pubic hair 
against his cock, he enjoyed being able to look up at his 
cowboy’s gorgeous face. 


He grinned as Deacon's dark eyebrows knitted together, as 
if concentrating with everything he had. Ray knew he was 
the recipient of all that concentration and it served to excite 
him even more. 


The sound of skin slapping skin as Deacon’s heavy sac 
swung against Ray’s ass was almost deafening in the room. 
Who would have thought he could even miss that sound? 
Was there anything about the man fucking his brains out 
that he hadn’t longed for over the past couple of weeks? 


Deacon grabbed Ray by the ankles and spread his legs 
farther apart as he continued to pound in and out of Ray’s 
willing hole. Deacon gazed into Ray’s eyes. “Damn, I’ve 
missed you.” 


Ray knew he had completely fallen head over heels for the 
man as he stared at the almost tangible emotions visible in 
Deacon’s expression. 


While one hand was busy on his cock, Ray lifted the other to 
wipe some of the sweat from Deacon’s face. Once again, 
Ray wanted to tell Deacon how much he loved him, but he 
knew it would mean more when the two of them weren’t 
fucking like bunnies. 


His hand traveled to Deacon’s chest as he scraped the 
lightly furred skin with his short fingernails. The sight of the 
red marks visible under the hair sent a thrill racing through 
Ray’s body. It was yet another reminder that Deacon was 
really there. His lover had actually traveled to New York to 
be with him. 


“Deacon,” he gasped as his cock erupted, shooting strings 
of seed onto his stomach. 


Deacon's gaze was riveted downward. Ray wasn’t sure if it 
was the sight of him coming or the red scratches marking 
Deacon’s chest, but something seemed to set his lover off. 


Deacon roared with a combination of growl and grunt as he 
hammered his cock in and out of Ray. 


With his wits once again intact, Ray studied Deacon’s face 
as he buried himself to the root and jerked with each spurt 
of cum. Ray took control and lowered his legs, once again 
wrapping them around Deacon’s waist as he pulled his 
cowboy down on top of him. 


It didn’t matter that Deacon weighed at least fifty pounds 
more than Ray did, the press of his lover’s body against him 
was more than welcome, it was needed. Ray ran his hands 
across Deacon’s back as his partner struggled to catch his 
breath. 


Ray knew he couldn’t hold back any longer. He positioned 
his lips at Deacon’s ear and whispered, “I love you.” 


Deacon turned his head and captured Ray’s mouth in a deep 
kiss. 


After delving deep, Deacon peppered Ray’s lips and face 
with kisses. “I love you, too.” 


Ray almost whimpered when Deacon’s flaccid cock left his 
hole. 


Deacon rolled over and removed the condom, disposing of it 
in the waste bin beside the bed. 


Their cleanup forgotten for the moment, Ray curled himself 
against Deacon’s chest. “So are you going to tell me why 
you came all the way to New York?” 


Deacon ran his fingertips down the side of Ray’s face. “I 
have some paperwork for you to sign and a business 
proposition.” Confused, Ray leaned up on his elbow to stare 
down at Deacon. “I thought I’d already signed everything.” 


Deacon shook his head. “I’ve been working with Mr. Krueger. 
He drew up the papers to have the ranch renamed. It won’t 
be official until it goes through the courts and stuff, but we 
can’t do anything without your approval and signature.” 


“What’re you talking about? Why would you want to rename 
the J 


Bar?” 


Deacon pulled Ray back down into his arms. “It’s a legal 
way to get around your great-great-grandfather’s 
stubbornness. The ranch is yours now. Not your dad’s. Not 
your ancestors’. Yours.” 


“So what name did you decide on?” Even after such a short 
amount of time, Ray couldn’t imagine the ranch being called 
anything other than the J Bar. 


Deacon's expression brightened. “Well, it’s still up to you, of 
course, but the other hands and | thought Justice River had 
a nice ring to it.” 


“Justice River.” Ray rolled the name around on his tongue. “l 
like it.” 


“So you'll come back home with me?” 


“All the changes I have in mind for the ranch will cost 
money. | can’t do any of them until | can get my mom’s 
house sold.” 


“Hang on asec.” Deacon climbed out of bed and 
disappeared into the bathroom. He came back out with a 
damp towel draped over one broad shoulder and his wallet. 


“Thanks, but there’s really no need to pay me for sex. I'll 
give it to you free,” Ray joked. 


Deacon tossed the towel at Ray before sitting on the bed 
beside him. 


He pulled a check out of the wallet and handed it to Ray. 
“Your employees have a proposition for you.” 


Ray stared at the check, dumfounded. “What’s this for?” 


“Well, we thought maybe you'd let us buy in to the dude 
ranch side of the business,” Deacon informed him. 


“But what if it flops? This has to be everyone’s savings. | 
can’t risk everyone’s money,” Ray tried to explain. 


“Why? You’re willing to risk your own. What’s the difference? 
We'll all have a vested interest in making the business 
profitable.” Deacon shrugged. “Besides, we believe in you. 
And this way, the cowboys will feel a sense of permanence 
they haven't felt before.” 


“What about you?” Ray asked. 
“What about me?” 


“Will this give you a reason to stick around for the long 
haul?” Ray bit his bottom lip, waiting. 


“No,” Deacon said with a shake of his head. 
Ray’s chest tightened. 
Deacon leaned in for a kiss. “But this will.” 


“Good answer.” Ray kissed Deacon and pushed him back 
onto the mattress for round two. 
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Ray was directing the movers when a large box van pulled 
into his drive. The side of the van said Reconstruction 
Specialists with the slogan We Fix it Right the Second Time 
Around. 


An older man climbed out and walked toward Ray. “Ray 
Justice?” Ray nodded. “That’s me. You must be Walter.” 


“Yep. Have the windows been delivered yet?” 


“They came a few hours ago. | told the deliverymen to put 
them in the hay barn. | hope that’s okay.” 


“That’s great. My son and | can sort through and determine 
which ones go to which cabin.” 


With the angle of the sun bouncing off the van’s windshield, 
Ray hadn’t noticed anyone else in the van. Now that he 
looked again, sure enough a younger man sat in the 
passenger seat. 


“We're putting you up in the cabin next to the cookhouse. 
It’s only one big room and a bathroom, but there are two 
beds, a fireplace and a couple of comfortable leather chairs. 
The cookhouse is always open if you’re in need of 
something to drink or a midnight snack. Just make sure and 
clean up your mess or Martha will tan your hide.” Walter 
nodded. “I’m a bit of a neat freak myself, so Martha and | 
should get along just fine.” 


Ray chuckled. “Don’t say that too loud. Martha’s been trying 
to hunt up a man for the last thirty years.” 


Walter laughed, but Ray detected a twinkle in the man’s 
blue eyes. 


Looking up at the sky, Walter shielded his eyes. “Which 
cabin would you like me and Tyson to start on?” 


“Well, it kind of depends on how long it’s going to take for 
each one. 


The summer cabin has the most windows, but it won’t be 
empty for another four days. After that, you'll only have a 
week until more guests are due to arrive.” 


Walter pulled a faded blue bandana out of his back pocket 
and wiped his brow. “We’ll go around and take a look at 
everything. | should be able to have a schedule to you by 
evening.” 


“Sounds good.” 


Walter shook Ray’s hand once more before returning to his 
vehicle. 


Ray strolled back to the house, sidestepping one of the 
movers carrying an end table. He was glad he’d let Deacon 
talk him into shuffling some of RJ’s furniture to the other 
cabins. 


As he walked into the house, he smiled. The place did feel a 
lot more like home with some of his stuff scattered around. 
The big leather-and-tapestry couch he’d saved three months 
for fit perfectly in front of the fireplace. He couldn’t wait for 
winter nights spent snuggled up with Deacon in front of a 
roaring fire. 


“Wow, | barely recognize the place.” 


Ray glanced over his shoulder as strong arms wrapped 
around his waist. “Who knew my taste ran to rustic log 
cabin? | thought | was being all Pottery Barn-ish.” 


“Pottery Barn-ish?” Deacon questioned. 


“It’s a yuppy store. Forget it.” Ray leaned back against 
Deacon's chest. “The window guys got in.” 


“Yeah, I’m the one who directed them down here.” Deacon 
kissed Ray’s neck. “That son of Walter’s is quite the looker.” 
Ray turned and narrowed his eyes. “Haven't we already had 
this conversation?” 


Deacon gave Ray a quick kiss. “I have a strong feeling we’re 
going to have good-looking men all over the place ina 
couple of months. Let’s agree to look, appreciate, but never 
touch.” 


Ray pretended to think about it for a few moments. “No 
touching?” 


“Promise. No touching.” 


“Okay. So tell me what Tyson looks like and don’t leave out 
any good parts.” 


Epilogue 


It had been a long, hard winter and Ray wasn’t sure his balls 
would ever truly thaw out. He put on his straw cowboy hat 
and sunglasses and left the house. He was still amazed at 
the personal changes he’d undergone in the previous seven 
months. Not only had Deacon moved in with him before 
winter set in, but Ray had forgiven his father and learned to 
ride a horse without getting saddle sore. 


“You'd better get that skinny ass in gear if you want to greet 
our first guests,” Deacon hollered down the ranch road. 


Ray rolled his eyes and continued at his normal stride. “Cool 
cowboys don’t run,” he yelled back. 


He was happy to see Tyson standing on the cookhouse 
porch. 


Everyone had been so impressed by the job he’d done on 
the windows and the way he got along with the cowboys, 
they’d hired him to perform routine maintenance on the 
ranch. 


As he passed the porch, Ray beckoned to the good-looking 
man. 


“Come on, we're greeting the guests as a family.” Tyson 
grinned and took the steps two at a time, joining Ray in no 
time. “I wasn’t sure.” 


Ray wrapped his arm around Tyson’s waist. “Well, now you 
are. 


You're as much a part of this as any of us.” 


He started to drop his arm, but Tyson nudged him in the 
ribs. “Keep it there. | love to hear Deacon growl.” 


“You're evil, but | love it.” 


Sure enough, by the time they made it to the barn, 
Deacon's eyes were narrowed. “You stepping in on me, 
Tyson?” 


Tyson chuckled, the sound vibrating Ray’s chest. “No. Just 
testing to make sure you still Know what you’ve got.” 


Deacon pulled Ray away from Tyson. “I know. Don’t you 
worry your pretty little head about it.” 


The comment, combined with Tyson’s incredible size, had 
the other hands laughing when the dark blue passenger van 
came into view. 


“Look alive, boys.” Deacon wrapped an arm around Ray. 
“You did it, babe. Our first group where we can all feel 
completely comfortable with who we are.” 


Ray leaned against his lover. Their schedule still wasn’t 
completely booked, but it was early days. 


The van pulled up and parked. Griggs climbed out, red 
faced. Instead of waiting for the guests to get out of the 
van, he walked straight over to Ray and Deacon. “You need 
to keep that kid away from me or his first day on the ranch 
is gonna be his last.” 


Ray looked around Griggs and spotted a man in his early 
twenties stealing glances at Griggs. The guest’s shoulder- 
length, shiny black curls bounced around his face as he 
helped unload the luggage. “He’s cute.” 


“He’s a pain in my ass. All the way here he was asking one 
question after another. He fancies himself quite the 
horseman. It’s been my experience that those who talk 
about it don’t know shit. And that guy won’t shut up.” 


Ray grinned and reached out to thump Griggs on the 
shoulder. 


“You've got your first guest crush. How cute.” 
Griggs made a disgusted sound and walked off. 


Ray glanced from the cute man ogling Griggs up to Deacon. 
“Griggs is so screwed.” 


“Yep.” Deacon bent down and gave Ray a quick kiss. “Let’s 
go welcome the future of Justice River Ranch.” 
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